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Introduction 


4 


he scholarly contributions of Winthrop S. Hudson have sub- 

stantially enlarged the treasury of knowledge regarding Amer- 
ican religious tradition, the English Reformation, and the Baptist 
heritage. The contributors intend this volume to be worthy of this 
historian. Hudson has made a significant contribution to the spir- 
itual and intellectual life of churches in North America and Great 
Britain as well as to the larger religious and cultural scene. 

The organizing principle for this volume honoring Hudson the 
historian draws upon the themes developed in his various writings. 
The three major areas include: I. Comparative Themes; II. Conti- 
nental Themes; III. Themes on the History of Christianity in the 
United States. 

Martin Marty begins the discussion with an essay on the idea of 
comparison itself. He points to Hudson’s contributions to both 
comparisons and connections. Religion provides an excellent sphere 
for comparison. This Robert Handy does in exploring the similarities 
and differences in the Protestant patterns in Canada and the United 
States. Handy finds pluralism and voluntarism in both countries as 
well as an intense religious activism. The Union Seminary historian 
has pioneered in promoting understanding of the religious history 
of these neighboring nations. This article will sharpen the reader’s 
awareness of how different Canada is from its larger neighbor to 
the south as well as highlight the ties that bind Christians despite 
national boundaries. Paul Dekar, in turn, provides a comparative 
exploration of the public religion, civil piety, arid nationalistic di- 
mensions for both English Protestant Canada and the United States. 
The reader from the United States should take notice of the fact 
that both Handy and Dekar are historians writing in English about 
the religious history of English-speaking churches, and thus a major 
part of religious history in Canada—that of the French-language 
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churches—is mentioned only in passing. This cautionary note, 
while it may mean little to U.S. readers, is itself a fact of life in 
Canadian religious circles today. 

Peter Kaufman examines the intertwining developments between 
political culture and Chnistian piety. This, too, has been an interest 
of Hudson. Kaufman recognizes the fascination of historians with 
sixteenth-century dissidents but warns that pluralism is not implicit 
in the dualism of the sectarian movements. Religious dissent on the 
Continent is not to be confused with the roots of religious pluralism. 
Yet this may have been the case in England where the dissenting 
churches, as represented in Cromwell's New Model Army, provid- 
ed the opening stages for the pluralism that marks English religious 
life. : 

Winthrop Hudson has made substantive contnbutions to the 
historical study of Puritanism and the Separatist beginnings of the 
English Baptist movement. Joseph D. Ban explores the research into 
the problem of early English Baptist beginnings and the connec- 
tions, if any, with Continental Anabaptist movements. Ban presents 
a critical study of recent writing in the field and attempts to dem- 
onstrate the validity of the carefully documented studies of 
Champlin Burrage and to refute the conclusions of Irvin B. Horst. 

It is natural for Prentiss Pemberton to return to Hudson's own 
work on John Locke tor an erudite discussion of Lockian ideas on 
the relationship between the order of nature, the ownership of 
private property, and the governance of society. 

The final section of this volume includes a variety of approaches 
to the history of Christianity in continental U.S.A. Eldon Ernst again 
does a masterful study of religious histonography. The telling of 
the story has itself produced a compelling narrative. Ernst guides 
us through its development. Jerald Brauer explicates the impact of 
revivalism and millenarianism upon religious movements that 
formed the features of Protestantism in the United States. In a time 
marked by a renewed awareness of the “born-again” experience, 
Brauer’s chapter analyzes the dynamics that helped mold the fea- 
tures of religious expression in the United States. He vividly reminds 
us of the essential differences as well as the intimate association 
between revivalism and millenarianism. 

Edwin Gaustad explores one of Hudson's favorite themes: ‘‘the 
coercion of voluntarism.” How valid is the paradox? Gaustad’s 
analysis deserves careful reading and considerable discussion for 
the good of the social order and the well-being of the religious 
community. William McLoughlin investigates a significant century 
in the political and religious life of the United States. What was the 
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nature of the religious settlement that took place after the American 
Revolution? McLoughlin’s resolution of this question makes for 
interesting reading. A major shift in the flow of power took place, 
he asserts. He traces this “trajectory of democratic enthusiasm” to 
establish his case. Can the origin of a distinctive identity for the 
United States be placed in the first Great Awakening? What was 
the relationship between religious movements and the shift of the 
flow of power? How did theology influence the emergence of a 
democratic society? McLoughlin’s chapter certainly provokes seri- 
ous thought regarding the role religion has played in the devel- 
opment of existing political structures. 

Leonard Sweet describes the later and somewhat different reli- 
gious phenomena, the Union Prayer Meetings. The reader will 
naturally make comparisons with other chapters in this volume, as 
well as with Hudson’s writings. Sweet provides us with a vivid 
portrait of a movement that had considerable impact on the towns 
and cities of the nation, yet is relatively unknown to many. Here 
was piety attempting to heal a nation that moved steadily toward 
tragic division. Grant Wacker closes this volume with a thoughtful 
analysis of the influence of an earlier Rochester theologian, Au- 
gustus Hopkins Strong. Wacker’s treatment opens up significant 
issues in current theological and historical discourse. It is fitting 
that the chapters in this volume honoring Winthrop Hudson ac- 
tually open up issues that will be discussed heatedly in the coming 
years. 

It has been said that the theological professor’s most important 
function in professional formation arises from what the mentor is 
observed doing rather than from the information conveyed in formal 
courses. Winthrop Hudson, for many, has provided a significant 
example of the Christian life during troubled, even turbulent, dec- 
ades. To his students and peers he exhibited the promise and reality 
of grace. In his courses, articles, books, and conversations Hudson 
communicated a breadth and depth of intellectual curiosity that was 
contagious. He assisted many a graduate student's initial explora- 
tions into religious, cultural, and intellectual history. Hudson alert- 
ed many thoughtful persons to the realization that North American 
religious and political life faced a day of reckoning. This humane 
scholar enabled his students to share in the wisdom of former times 
and gain a perspective that saw beyond the acrimony that marked 
many recent decades in American life. Many a former student bears 


witness that the example of Winthrop Hudson helped nourish in. 


him or her a commitment to service in a suffering world, a faith- 
fulness to the rich traditions of Christianity, and honesty in ac- 
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knowledging the limitations of our individual and corperate iden- 
tities. 

The chapters of this book appropriately reflect the continuing 
appreciation of the many contributions Winthrop Hudson has made 
to us. 


Joseph D. Ban 
Paul R. Dekar 


McMaster Divinity College 
McMaster University 


Winthrop Still Hudson 


A Biographical Sketch 


yp ttteep S. Hudson has earned deserved recognition for his 
valued contribution to the study of church history. He was 
graduated in 1933 from Kalamazoo College, a Baptist-related insti- 
tution known for excellence. His theological studies were completed 
at Colgate Rochester Divinity School in 1937, the year of his ordi- 
nation as a Baptist pastor. He completed the Doctor of Philosophy 
degree in history at the University of Chicago in 1940. His pastorates 
included York, New York, and Normal Park, Chicago. In 1942 he 
became an instructor at Colgate Rochester Divinity School. Then, 
from 1944 to 1947, he taught History of Christianity in the British 
Isles at the University of Chicago. Though a tenured associate pro- 
fessor, he returned to Colgate Rochester Divinity School where he 
came to be appointed the James B. Colgate Professor of History of 
Christianity. He was elected Distinguished Seminary Professor in 
1977-1980. During the period 1970-1977 he simultaneously held 
appointment as Professor of History at the University of Rochester. 
Currently he serves as Adjunct Professor of Religion at the Uni- 
versity of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. 

His contributions to the field of church history range far beyond 
his classroom and writing. This distinguished scholar served from 
1949 to 1972 as a member of the board of managers of the American 
Baptist Historical Society. He served as the society’s president from 
1952 to 1962. During his term as president Foundations, a Baptist 
Journal of History and Theology was launched. The motto of the 
journal, “That those things which cannot be shaken” (Hebrews 
12:27, KJV), indicates the interest of its founders in the recovery of 
Baptist roots. Winthrop Hudson was also deeply involved in the 
American Baptist Board for Theological Studies. 

This scholar has also been credited with facilitating the move of 


the Samuel Colgate Historical Collection from Hamilton, New York, 
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to Rochester and, as well, the relocation of the American Baptist 
Historical Collection from Chester, Pennsylvania, to Rochester. 
These combined collections now form one of the major Baptist 
historical libraries in the world. 

Not only was this seminary professor an impressive teacher and 
a widely read author, but also his total work was unde ryirded by 
painstaking research. This included three terms as a Fellow ot the 
Folger Shakespeare Library and, in 1975, the honor of being named 
a Senior Fellow of the National Endowment for the Humanities. 

The April-June, 1980, issue of Foundations (volume 23, number 2) 
now with the broadened scope of ”. . . history, theology and min- 
istry,” devoted an entire issue to honoring Winthrop S. Hudson. 
Readers of this volume will want to consult that journal for signit- 
icant articles plus a complete bibliography, which we have not 
replicated here. It is sufficient to note that since his first published 
work, John Ponet (1516?-1556): Advocate of Limited Monarchy, in 1942, 
Winthrop Hudson has published many books and scholarly articles. 

The best known of his publications include The Great Tradition of 
the American Churches, published in 1953 and reprinted in 1963; 
American Protestantism, 1961, in paperback in 1963; and Religren im 
America, 1965, revised 1973 and 1981. Judson Press has published 
Baptist Concepts of the Church, 1959; A Baptist Manual of Polity and 
Practice with Norman H. Maring as joint author, 1963; Baptist Con- 
victions, 1963; and Baptists in Transition: Indieudualism and Christian 
Responsibility, 1979. Hudson’s newest publication, The Cambridge 
Connection and the Elizabethan Settlement of 1559, published in 1980, 
demonstrates the thoroughness of research in original sources, the 
subtlety of analysis, and the clarity of expression for which all of 
his writings have become noted. 


The Editors 
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Comparative Themes 


On Comparing and 
Connecting Histories 


Martin E. Marty 


hinking without comparison is unthinkable,” wrote Guy E. 

Swanson in his argument that all historians write comparative 
history.! In the broadest sense, there is no writing of history without 
making comparisons. The historian compares his or her own time 
with the period under scrutiny. Researchers have to compare early 
and later moments in the development of their subjects’ careers. If 
there are hints of moral judgment in the tone—for example, if they 
imply in their chronicles that Hitler was an evil person—they will 
inevitably be writing with comparisons of other people or higher 
standards in mind. 

When modern historians plead for the writing of comparative 
history, however, they have a somewhat more narrow concept in 
view. They are trying to break out of the notion that one can 
understand a phenomenon by examining it in a petri dish formed 
by its own locale in an isolated moment in history. Usually that 
laboratory container for isolation is the nation. In American studies 
this means that most history has concentrated on the American 
story apart from its provenance, contexts, and consequences. 

Many have called for comparative history, but in the American 
religious field few have done anything about it. Winthrop Hudson 
is an exception, and he would be first to admit that he has not done 
much. Since so few of the rest of his colleagues do anything at all, 
however, it is certainly appropriate to begin with reference to Hud- 
son’s efforts and achievements and to move out from there to 
ponder the limits of comparative studies beyond the Hudson cor- 
pus. Let it also be noted that by concentrating on the Anglo-Amer- 
ican correlations and influences, Hudson himself is doing less com- 
parative history than what I might call connectional history. In a 
more pure sense, comparative history tends to lift out two stories 
and illumine them even though they do not have much direct 
influence on each other through a period. An example of this is the 
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well-regarded work of George M. Fredrickson, White Stepremacu: A 
Comparatioe Study in Amerwan and South Atrwan History * The Seuth 
Africans and the Americans hardly knew each other, had little 
contact with each other, vet a comparison of their separate treat- 
ments of black slavery throws hght on each halt ot the Fredrickson 
story. 

Hudson has struggled vahantly to keep the connectienal ties 
between at least English and American religious history alive. Men- 
tion that ‘the denomination” is an Amencan invention and some- 
one will remind you that in many times and many places Hudson 
has already refuted that point by showing both the occasions tor 
the rise of denominationalism in England and the development ot 
the term there. Because he is interested in what Alan Simpsen in 
another connectional study calls Purttanism in Old Prgiand and News 
and in topics like the rise of religious liberties in the English-speak- 
ing world, he would appear to have an easy task. In both those 
cases, there is a single story with two locales, and not to connect 
them is to shortchange those who come tor understanding. 

Despite the obviousness of the ties, Hudson has not always been 
free to make the point. A festschrift is as good a place as any to 
confess one’s own complicity in frustrating the subject’s goed in- 
tentions. An instance: in his Pretace to Nationalism and Religion m 
America: Concepts of American Identity and Mission, Hudsen appends 
some English readings and explains their location. 


The selections in the Appendix illustrating the English hentage 
were originally compiled as an opening chapter to provide per- 
spective and background tor American developments. It soon be- 
came apparent that this extensive bleck of material at the outset 
of the volume would be more contusing than dluminating. There 
will be many readers, however, who will wish to turn to the 
Appendix for fuller explication. . . .‘ 


It did not “soon become apparent” at all. Hudson's editor, the 
author of this essay, and the publisher, Harper & Row, spent 
considerable energy convincing him to go along with the notion of 
moving his up-front material to down-rear. They had certain as- 
sumptions about the curiosities and competences of the members 
of a potential chentele for the book, and these assumptions sug- 
gested that books about America designed for American classrooms 
had to begin straight out with American themes. 

In the symposium to which Hudson contributed the essay ‘How 
American Is Religion in America?” his squelching editor, the present 
writer, as they say, directly followed Hudson with a seconding of 
the motion, a forthright claim in agreement that comparative history 
was exemplary. 


On Comparing and Connecting Histories 


The historian of religion in America today is beginning to find that 
he can best understand his culture and make a contribution to 
others’ self-understanding by enlarging the milieu concerning 
which he asks historical questions. 


Ideally, this editor-historian went on, the whole world should be 
that milieu. Now and then a superperson might write a comparative 
study between America and the East or the Third World. ‘But to 
picture sustaining such an approach as a lifework seems staggering 
and, in its own way, artificial.” Yet one must locate some larger- 
than-American province. The proposal then was for a province 
called “the West” or “Atlantic community,” which in the modern 
case at least meant the field of nations in which industrialization 
(following or coming along with political democracy) had occurred. 

To make the case, Hudson’s colleague drew upon nineteenth- 
century ‘writers like John Williamson Nevin, who in 1845 called 
attention to the continental context: 


It is preposterous to suppose that in the most speculative portion 
of the whole Christian world these errors stand in no connection 
with the general movement of the world’s mind, or that they do 
not need to be surmounted by a fresh advance on the part of truth. 


“How to tell the unified or interrelated story is the difficult ques- 
tion.” The world was already too full of “mere generalists,” and 
“church historians in particular have to resist the temptation to 
become experts on everything.” The question was, “Why should 
the partly accidental experience of national isolation and the ide- 
ology of innocence which grew up around its religious experience 
be determinative?” 

Hudson’s colleague came up with the proposal that one could do 
topical slices that allowed for necessary specialization. Behind this 
was Jacob Burckhardt’s proposal for method: ‘We shall confine 
ourselves to observation, taking transverse sections of history (Quer- 
durchschnitten) in as many directions as possible.” Among the pos- 
sibilities were and are: 


revolutions, the rise and fall of colonial and imperial projects, the 
development of constitutionalism, the progressive separation of 
church and state, kinds of romanticism and reaction to Enlight- 
enment, industrial development and revolution, the actual inter- 
action and transfer of people in emigration-immigration, religious 
revivals and awakenings, missionary expansion . . .:, the rise of 
humanitarianism and the abolition of human slavery, a variety of 
assaults on Christian dominion and ideas, the rise of cities and the 
accompanying problems for religious institutions, the growth of 
modern nationalism, the foretastes of Christian ecumenical move- 
ments, and some theological interaction.° 
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That was an ambitious but valid and valuable program, but tew 
have followed up on it. The propeser himself did net, having 
executed only one comparative book, The Modern Schism Three Paths 
to the Secular," before retreating to the sate limits of the national 
model for subsequent work. 

The calls for comparative history and the claims for its advance 
are common. Ina review of Fredrickson, C. Vann Woodward could 
say: 


Left for a long time to amateurs, comparative history has lately 
captured growing attention from professionals It was the maim 
theme of a recent convention of the Amencan Histoncal Associa- 
tion, and it is the subject of all the articles in the latest number of 
the organization’s official journal.’ 


Woodward cites an article by Raymond Grew, who edits a yournal 
that is itself indicative of the promise in this treld—Coemparative 
Studies in Society and History. 


To look at other cases is to see other outcomes By considering 
them, the historian wins some freedom trom the tvranny ot what 
happened and develops that awareness of alternatives of a miss 
ing revolution, of banks that were net tormed, ot parliaments that 
did not meet, of populations that tailed to increase—that underhies 
some of the most provovative of historical questions We are easily 
blinded by the obvious. . only compartsen establishes that there 
is something to be explained. 


Because of Grew’s experience, he brings credentials to the call 
for comparison and merits more attention, He can cite the influence 
of greats like Mare Bloch and Lord Acton in the lineage ot theorists, 
justas he keeps ata distance the philosephers of history (as opposed 
to working historians) like Oswald Spengler, Prtirim Sorekin, and 
Arnold loynbee, whose comparative study of civilizations has not 
fared well in the eyes of historians. 

bor Grew, comparing religious topics is one of the promising 
areas. “Institutions that ge by common names of church or party 
or bank may, in tact, perform quite different functions in different 
societies or at ditferent times.” Yet as with churches or banks or 
anything else, American institutions too rarely get compared. 


In the writing of American history it ts surprising, as John Higham 
has commented, not that comparison “should at last have begun 
to flourish, but that it should have been so long delayed.” Se great 

is the need that “comparative history” is often taken to mean 
comparison between nations, which has the paradoxical etfect of 
reinforcing the tendency to consider nations the major unit of 
analysis. 
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Wrote Grew, “Deliberately used, comparison can aid historians at 
four stages of their work: (1) in asking questions, (2) in identifying 
historical problems, (3) in designing the appropriate research, and 
(4) in reaching and testing significant conclusions.” Grew stren- 
uously insists, however, that there is no ‘comparative method” 
and even feels that “comparative history” is a term “better avoid- 
ed.” Even Bloch spoke of histoire comparée and not histoire comparative. 
“For historians to think comparatively, to compare histories, is to 
do what we already do—a little more consciously and on a some- 
what broader plane. It is not to embrace some new type or genre 
of historical investigation.’” So he comes to a point that Hudson’s 
lifework, even when he seems to be dealing only with America, 
certifies: ‘There is . . . no paradox in insisting that the study of a 
single case can be comparative.’’8 

Against such a background, Hudson’s own catalog of illustra- 
tions, agenda, and pointings to connections in the theme essay is 
appropriately modest. ‘‘“How American Is Religion in America?”’ is 
a question that admits of no answers unless one “thinks compar- 
atively,”” as Grew suggests all historians must. “In the field of 
church history, our provincialism has obscured many of the inter- 
relationships that have bound us to Europe.” For a program he 
suggests study of the European rootages of denominations, the 
transatlantic character of evangelicalism, the institutions of a vol- 
untary society, the two-way traffic across the Atlantic, literary in- 
fluences of a reciprocal character, the importation of Continental 
biblical criticism, theology, spirituality, the social gospel, and the 
like—all in the interest of moving beyond a claim for American 
uniqueness that “leads to a narrow and provincial understanding 
of ourselves” and to “‘nativism and jingoism . . . cultural and in- 
tellectual isolationism . . . messianic impulses” and the like. On the 
positive side the connectional study, the relocation of American 
religious history in its Angloid and Continental contexts, should 
give us ‘a sense of continuity, perspective, and insight’ as well as 
an awareness, for Christians, of the way they are part of ‘‘the whole 
church of Christ both past and present.’’® 

The Hudson footnotes, however, suggest that by 1968, when he 
published his address, there were still few titles to cite. On voluntary 
societies he pointed to Charles I. Foster, An Errand of Mercy: The 
Evangelical United Front, and it still merits pointing to as a case for 
comparison and connection. In a string of Washington Gladden 
books, one is entitled England and America (1898),° and that is it. 
All the other footnoted works deal with intercontinental topics but 
only with single-nation models. 

For all the enthusiasms of Woodward, Grew, and Higham, and 
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for all the regularity with which they port to the religious themes, 
religion is not part of any large comparative genre among American 
historians (and American religion 1s even less se a subject of curi- 
osity for contextual studies bv Europeans). For a 1982 issue of The 
Journal of Religion I have compiled and commented upon sceres 
upon scores of significant works on American religious history 
reviewed in two major secular and two “church history” journals. 
The list suggests a marvelous range of topics, but tew comparative 
works. 

The first book cited is one of the rare exceptions. Robert T. Handy 
at least crossed one border, for the sake of a senes, to deal with a 
second nation whose story has become familiar to him Yet Handy 
himself would admit, with the reviewers, that his firstery of the 
Churches in the United States and Canada 1s more a publication of 
two parallel stories than a critical comparison of similar phenomena 
in the two nations. He moved so much further than most generalists 
on American history that he left little room tor complaint, but now 
it is legitimate to hope that he will produce at least a substantial 
comparative essay based on what he‘learned while doing research 
for the book. 

No other “general’’ works, no discussions of public and civil 
religion and the American revolution, have self-conscious compar- 
ison built in. One work on “‘colonial themes,” Ernest Stoetfler’s 
small, edited work Continental Pietism and Farly American Christun- 
ity? implies more than it delivers, because “Continental” here 
means groups of Continental provenance, whose stones become of 
interest after their arrival. A major topic area was “‘revivalism and 
conversion and millennialism,” but for all the promise of the cat- 
egory, only Richard Carwardine’s Transatlanti Revrvalism: Popular 
Evangelicalism in Brita and America, 1790. 1865" includes more than 
the United States locale. If we use beoks like Fredrickson for models, 
however, it is impossible to see Carwardine as a comparer; he 
chiefly concentrates on two stories and points to their moments of 
overlap and interconnection. 

Naturally, the section on fundamentalism, evangelicalism, pen- 
tecostalism, and the charismatic movement showed some signs of 
flourishing activity. The first of these was largely an American 
movement, though not without international implications and der- 
ivations; yet nothing of a comparative character has appeared. 
Evangelicalism will certainly be treated increasingly as a product of 
an expanding Atlantic community, but the journals located no such 
works as yet. And pentecostalism offers rich possibilities for Amer- 
ican/Third World comparison and connection, but no American 
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historian has been ambitious enough to do the tracing of entwine- 
ments. 

By its very nature the topic of Christian missions is international. 
During the last half of the 1970s two works of such sufficient im- 
portance that the four editors had them reviewed moved a bit 
beyond provincialism. John A. Andrews, in Rebuilding the Christian 
Commonwealth: New England Congregationalists and Foreign Missions,"4 
concentrated on New England but at least showed awarenesses of 
the Sandwich Islands and other foreign shores. And, of course, 
China and America had to be intertwined in some essays in John 
Fairbanks’s edition of The Missionary Enterprise in China and America. 
If missionary history is reawakened, as Fairbanks thinks it will and 
must be, we shall, of course, see more connectional and comparative 
history involving Americans. Sometimes America provides the mi- 
lieu for interculturalism, as in Cornelius J. Jaenen’s Friend and Foe: 
Aspects of French-Amerindian Cultural Contact in the Sixteenth and Sev- 
enteenth Centuries.’ Yet such books count in a list of comparative 
works only to the extent that they show curiosity about the current 
history of the “sending” nation, for example, in Jaenen’s case, 
France. 

George Eaton Simpson in Black Religions in the New World,” a 
synthesis of his lifework on Latin America, the Caribbean, and 
North America, moves further than almost any other work in con- 
necting stories, but his is the only such book in the “black religion” 
category. Surprisingly, there has been little international or inter- 
place research on women and religion. Almost all the books in the 
burgeoning field of Eastern, occult, and new religions, though they 
deal with imports, spend only a page or two on the Asian or ancient 
contexts and all the rest on what happens in America. Even intel- 
lectual history seldom sees American development in a larger con- 
text. A partial exception, because it pays attention to Bacon and 
then the Scottish Enlightenment, is Theodore Dwight Bozeman’s 
Protestants in an Age of Science: The Baconian Ideal and Antebellum 
American Religious Thought."* 

Social religion, politics, church and state, education, the life cycle, 
and even ‘‘miscellaneous” turned up little more. A few of the 
biographies demanded and drew upon intercontinental themes, 
including, of course, Edwin Scott Gaustad’s George Berkeley in Amer- 
ica.'° Few other cosmopolitan figures were subjects of biography, 
however. And none of the denominational works followed up on 
Hudson’s first call, i.e., to write on the European setting. of denom- 
inations. In fact, there were few historical works on main-line de- 
nominations, and those that dealt with “homegrown” ones like 
Mormonism, concentrated on the domestic scene. I did not follow 
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up on the hundreds of titles dealing with ethnicity, though many 
of them include religious dimensions and most of them must have 
some reference to the European, African, and Asian roots of the 
ethnic groups. 

Nine titles in all can thus be smuggled in under the “comparative’’ 
or “connective” tents, and almost none of these deals with our 
theme in systematic fashion. 

The Journal of Religion essay includes 123 titles. Fredrickson has 
few counterparts in the field of religion, and the observations by 
Grew, Higham, and others that comparison is flourishing are not 
valid in one of the areas they thought most promising—religion. If 
the essay overlooked some titles reviewed by the journals, or if the 
editors of those journals passed over some books that deserved 
review, these must be so few that neither they nor I need to du- 
plicate ready-made versions of apologies for sins of omission. 

If the calls for comparison are so frequent, the reports on promise 
so rich, yet the performance so thin, then this may be the proper 
time and place to review quickly the case for comparison and then 
to make some proposals as to why so little has occurred among 
religious historians. 

All historians tell stories. They may be fashionable enough to 
borrow “synchronics” from anthropologists to supplement their 
“diachronic’’ approach—in order to compare stories. They may use 
computers to enhance the data of their stories, but in the end they 
will provide some sort of narratives from the past, and the computer 
data usually imply some sort of comparison. 

The significance of stories emerges only in the context of com- 
parison of some sort. How does the child know the scope of horror 
or the delight of security from a single fairy tale, or how does the 
historian bring in moral judgments implying good people and bad 
people without comparison? How does the historian become sus- 
picious enough to do detective work, which historians call “re- 
search,” unless he or she has experience in comparing authentic 
and inauthentic materials? 

The historians’ need for comparison grows out of their need to 
have models, more or less as sociologists do. When S. S. Acquaviva 
or Michael Argyle” as sociologists want to show trends in religious 
observance or to speculate on the situation of desacralization, they 
present comparative data from numbers of cultures. This is fairly 
easy for many kinds of sociologists to do, as they can lift out statistics 
on, say, church attendance from many cultures and nations without 
always having to tell the story of the context as historians do. Yet 
historians need “‘models’”’ as much as sociologists do, if they are to 
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know what to ask, what to find significant, and how to tie together 
the plot of their stories. 

These models come not only from differing times—no one com- 
plains about an absence of curiosity about that among historians— 
but also from different places. The great object of concern has been 
the fact that places, to modern historians, mean nations. The nation 
itself is a modern invention demanding comparative study, and it 
has religious dimensions that make such comparison a proper sub- 
ject of religious history, as Carlton J. H. Hayes and others, including 
Winthrop Hudson, have shown.” Nations as religious complexes 
do not always follow denominational lines. Switzerland and the 
Netherlands are anomalies in Europe since they are complexes of 
ethnic and religious or sectarian components. That is one of their 
assets for comparative study. But the nation also has to be treated 
with care because it can impose periods and significances on reli- 
gious history. Many an American religious history—one thinks of 
Abdel Ross Wentz’s work on Lutheranism, for instance2*—has fallen 
into the trap of letting national history set the terms for religion. If 
the late nineteenth century was the period for big corporations, 
then it must have been the period for big church bureaucratization 
and so forth. Such capitulations to national history often lead reli- 
gious historians away from deep thought about the inner dynamics 
of the phenomena with which they deal. One special problem with 
connecting religion and nation is that religious tendencies tend to 
look epiphenomenal. One tells the story of Iran and attaches Shi'ite 
Islam to it without studying Islam and seeing how Iran is but one 
of the passing nations in which Islam finds life. 

There are, most partisans of comparison agree, special reasons 
for religious historians to move beyond merely single-nation 
models. Religion is supposed to make transcendent claims, to in- 
clude prophetic notes that lead prophets to call into question the 
pretensions of nations. Historians are not likely to trace out those 
elements unless they are at least aware of the differences between 
nations, including differences between those that have a single 
faith. Thus, to compare American and Third-World Christianity in 
a time of ‘imperialist’ and ‘‘anti-colonialist’’ charges illumines the 
way religion is tangled with national claims in both contexts. To 
sound jingoistic for a moment: sometimes American Christians are 
charged by, say, people from India with including no prophetic 
note. They do not stand apart from or above their nation, say the 
Indians who, on second glance, seem to ‘transcend’ nationalism 
only because they transcend American nationalism. They may be 
very much tied up with their own nation’s destiny. 

Religion is an excellent sphere for comparison because in most 
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cases it claims to be ecumenical. The members of the Christian 
churches purport to have a common history yet have lived in 
hundreds of nations. By doing comparative work, one can better 
learn what is Christian about this Una Sancta. One can pursue the 
central drama of a faith best by extricating it from its career and 
destiny in a single nation. Shi'ite Islam in Iran is far from being the 
whole of Islam and Spanish Catholicism far from being represen- 
tative of all Catholicism, but this fact cannot be shown by those 
who fail to do comparative work. 

If history profits from comparison and religion is a prime subject, 
then American religious history should be doubly prime. As Hud- 
son and others have pointed out, America’s claim to be a ‘‘chosen’’ 
nation, based on English claims that ‘God is so much English,” or 
“we of England are the saved people,” looks different when one 
listens only to provincial claims for election. The self-designation 
becomes qualified, if not absurd, when one hears Spaniards, Neth- 
erlanders, Swiss, Germans, Baltic and Balkan peoples, and Eastern 
European Christians making the same claim just as cogently and 
strenuously. 

American religion is such an excellent topic for comparison be- 
cause—and here again Hudson has beat us to the point—it is de- 
rivative. Almost all its denominations come from Europe, its reli- 
gious impulses from Asia and Africa, or whence else its immigrants 
came. Even the homegrown groups tend to test themselves inter- 
nationally at once. Within their first decade, Latter-Day Saints were 
in the Scandinavian nations and England, and Ellen Gould White 
immediately took her Adventism to Switzerland and New Zealand. 
Comparing Mormon and Adventist faiths in two locales informs 
the story of the faith. 

Hudson’s call for comparison, implied in his question, ‘““How 
American is American religion?” came from his maturing as a his- 
torian after World War I] when American distinctiveness and 
uniqueness were modish topics. Daniel J. Boorstin and other ‘‘con- 
sensus’’ historians were talking about American “givenness” and 
distinctiveness.?> What was lost on so many budding historians was 
this: that to make and to back the claims for distinctiveness, people 
like Boorstin had to be cosmopolitan, had to inform themselves 
about other nations’ distinctivenesses. Today, thanks to the recov- 
ery of ethnic, racial, and other forms of sub- and international 
history, the issue of American distinctiveness is less urgent, but 
comparison remains a promising field. 

Why has the promise been denied? Why can one think of only 
a dozen out of many hundreds of titles by American historians of 
religion fifteen years after Hudson was doing his questioning and 
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calling? Certainly the fields for comparison have only grown, and 
so have the motives for it. The reasons are complex, but we can 
point to some of them. 

Firsts the way the American academy is organized. Few history 
departments allow themselves the luxury of comparative studies. 
Some individual historians may moonlight in the field, and their 
students profit from the perspective their teacher gains from such 
forays beyond the national model. But one glance at a curriculum 
will show that the students who proceed to Ph.D. work and teaching 
will not often find positions that will encourage them to transmit 
to their students an interplace model. They will be specialists in 
Russian history, American history, Ugandan history, or whatever. 
Religion departments, if they make room for a historian, will expect 
expertise in several eras and locales. The “American church histo- 
rian” will teach general courses on the whole history of the church, 
for example. But honors courses and advanced seminars again fol- 
low national specialties. 

As with the academy, so with research projects, funding, sab- 
baticals, and opportunities. It is difficult for the specialist in Slo- 
vakian or Brazilian religious history to convince the National En- 
dowment for the Humanities or the American Council of Learned 
Societies or Guggenheim people that he or she can also have ex- 
pertise in things American and elsewhere. Reading committees and 
referees will lack competence to pass on interplace models of re- 
search and may even carry prejudices against them. One is dream- 
ing to imagine that the income of historians will be of a sort that 
permits them to do the grand tour of archives in many countries 
on their own. 

I suppose one should be honest and mention that language is a 
problem. One would not feel confident writing on religion, of all 
things, without possessing competence in the language of its expres- 
sion. While writers of American religious history who have been 
through the Ph.D. mill will (ordinarily) have had to demonstrate 
competence in French and German, it is not likely that competence 
means true skill. The passing of years between sabbaticals will mean 
an atrophy of linguistic abilities. Americanists may have devoted 
so much to England not only because most of the interconnecting 
between the early seventeenth century and the mid-nineteenth 
century was Anglo-American but also because the documents were 
in English in both cases. 

As one surveys the bleak landscape of comparative or connec- 
tional studies in American religious history and. . . , there are some 
consolations. There is no question but that historians, who have 
had interplace familiarity develop as a result of integrative graduate 


IN THE GREAT TRADITION 


work, travel, teaching experience, or accident, use insights from 
that experience to gain perspective for American stories. But those 
are small consolations. 

Perhaps Fredrickson is a model for religious historians. His topic, 
his obsession one might almost say, is slavery. There is no such 
thing as slavery in the abstract, in disembodied form. It is incarnate 
in places like the nineteenth-century American South and South 
Africa. By becoming expert on slavery, Fredrickson can find his 
choice of nation not quite arbitrary, but still not so commanding 
that he comes to be known chiefly as, say, a historian of South 
Africa. Some historians have worked on comparative utopianism 
or revolution or the frontier. 

In the future it may be that, following Foster and Carwardine, 
historians of evangelicalism will carry their stories systematically 
beyond America. If the long advocated ‘“‘women’s history” gets 
beyond call toward synthesis, after an era of monographs, one must 
hope that comparative studies of women in American and German 
or Italian or Argentinian history will emerge. 

For now there is not much to do but to enjoy the calls issued and 
the clues left by rare souls like Winthrop Hudson, and to go looking 
for oases on the sere landscape of comparative, connective, “inter- 
place” history. Until then, we are likely to have to answer, when 
we are asked what we think about comparative history in religion, 
as Gandhi did when asked what he thought of civilization: 

“T think it would be a good idea.” 
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Protestant Patterns in Canada 
and the United States: 
Similarities and Differences 


Robert T. Handy 


hroughout his long and fruitful career Winthrop S. Hudson has 

emphasized the initial and continuing importance of transatlan- 
tic connections, especially with the British Isles, in the history of 
religion in North America. As an author who has written significant 
works dealing with both American and European Christianity, he 
has protested an American provincialism that ‘has obscured many 
of the interrelationships that have bound us to Europe.” He urges 
the student of religion in America to examine the larger context of 
its religious life, for then one 


is astonished to discover how continuous and intimate have been 
the interplay of influences. A comparative study of religious de- 
velopments at home and abroad quickly reveals that there is scarce- 
ly anything in the whole gamut of religious life in America that 
does not have its equivalent and usually its antecedent in Europe, 
and most often in the British Isles.’ 


An important though often overlooked part of the larger context of 
American religious life is Canada, where the transatlantic connec- 
tion which has impinged on both lands has been even more visible 
than in the United States. In Hudson’s words, 


English-speaking Canada and the United States, while politically 
separate, have in most other respects constituted a single society. 
Both have much in common, including regional differences. Both 
are products of the British colonial system in the New World. Both 
have encountered similar problems and have been subject to much 
the same influences. Both have major non-British segments in their 
population. 


Hudson also stresses the closeness and intimacy of religious ties 
between the two countries. Following up some of the themes he 
has suggested, along with those mentioned by others who have 
engaged in some comparative study of the Canadian and American 
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religious scenes, this essay is devoted to a discussion of similarities 
and differences in the patterns of Protestant life and thought in the 
two lands. 

The similarities have been and remain many and significant. 
Though the differences will be discussed here in some detail, they 
should be seen in the context of the striking similarities. There is 
much evidence for this—many individuals have “felt equally at 
home in both countries’’;? theological students educated in the one 
land have fulfilled their careers in the other; ministers have filled 
pulpits on both sides of the border; theological educators have 
moved to and from American seminaries and Canadian theological 
colleges. Major Protestant denominational families have had long 
histories on both sides of the border, especially the Anglican, Meth- 
odist, Presbyterian, Congregational, Baptist, Lutheran and United 
Church—along with a number of historically smaller denomina- 
tional groupings, such as the Mennonite and, more recently, the 
Pentecostal. In both countries there have been struggles to dises- 
tablish formerly privileged traditions which had been fully or partly 
established by law and publicly financed in certain colonies, prov- 
inces, or states. 

Church historians of both nations have signaled, directly or more 
often indirectly, similarities as they have written about the mission 
of the churches to vast frontier regions, about awakenings and 
revivals in both rural and urban settings, and about the massive 
support for the foreign mission enterprise of the last two hundred 
years.° Though they have defined them somewhat differently, both 
nations have prided themselves on their patterns of religious free- 
dom. Both are religiously pluralistic, but admittedly the spectrum 
of denominations in the United States, whose population has gen- 
erally averaged about ten times larger, is much wider. With religious 
liberty and multiformity has gone voluntarism in religion. Drawing 
on his knowledge of the American scene, Sidney Mead has analyzed 
and defined voluntarism, whereby ‘‘the several religious groups 
became voluntary associations, equal before, but independent of 
the civil power of each other.’’* Voluntarism has long been a sig- 
nificant force in both religion and politics in Canada; as Robert 
Kelley, focusing on the mid-nineteenth century, put it in his im- 
portant work The Transatlantic Persuasion, ‘‘Voluntarism, for the next 
several years the key term in Canadian politics, demanded that all 
churches be supported by the donations of their members.’”” 

Along with pluralism and voluntarism in both lands has gone an 
intense religious activism; the dependence of the churches on their 
own resources for survival and growth has required a high level of 
activity and has inclined them to emphasize the activist over the 


Protestant Patterns in Canada and the United States 


contemplative side of the Christian traditions. As one American 
church historian put it, ““Amazing activity in Christian service at 
home and abroad has been the chief glory of American Christian- 
ity,” while another observer underlined the activism of religion in 
the United States by noting the low level of concern for the con- 
templative life among both Protestants and Catholics. ‘There is a 
marked absence among us of persons living the contemplative life,” 
the then dean of the Harvard Divinity School once wrote.? The 
similarities are clear; in his pioneer effort to write the overall history 
of Christianity in Canada, H. H. Walsh commented at a number of 
points on the activist nature of Canadian church life, and in his 
concluding paragraph he summarized by saying, ‘Thus it would 
seem that activism, born of frontier revivalism, is still the authentic 
note of Canadian Christianity.’’? 

In view of the political differences between these two North 
American nations, the similarities in religious patterns are striking; 
John Gwynne-Timothy once explained that “in a general sense, 
Canada had chosen, by the middle of the nineteenth century, to 
hold by the British political system and the American religious 
system.”’° At least for the nineteenth and into the early twentieth 
centuries, the religious system seemed to be working. De Tocque- 
ville’s comment on the American scene as he perceived it in 1831 
has become famous: ‘‘There is no country in the world where the 
Christian religion retains a greater influence over the souls of men 
than in America.’’"' One wonders if the memory of those words 
consciously or unconsciously influenced S. D. Clark’s judgment 
more than a century later: ‘In few countries of the Western world 
has religion exerted as great an influence upon the development of 
the community as it has in Canada.”* Thus, though the religious 
patterns of both lands are richly diversified, Protestant visitors and 
migrants across the border find quite similar ranges of ecclesiastical, 
liturgical, homiletical, and congregational practices. 

Though the emphasis must fall first on the similarities, within 
this context it is also illuminating to seek to identify and understand 
the differences. Some of them are rooted in the obvious differences 
of geography, size of population, sources of immigration, political 
realities, and chronology (for example, in certain ways Canadian 
Confederation in 1867 was the equivalent of the American Federal 
Union in 1789). But scholars who have undertaken comparisons of 
the religious histories of the two countries have ventured some 
judgments and generalizations; ten points of comparison form the 
body of this essay. As is often true in such summaries, a number 
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of the points are interrelated; the significance of some of those listed 
earlier may be further illumined by some that follow. 

1. While in the formation of the United States a revolutionary 
tradition which had important roots (among others) in the Enlight- 
enment was victorious, in the continuing British provinces of North 
America this tradition was stoutly resisted. Few interpreters of 
American religion have called attention to the Enlightenment roots 
of the new American republic more strongly than has Sidney Mead, 
who declared that ‘most of the effectively powerful intellectual, 
social, and political leaders were rationalists.” In Canada, how- 
ever, both the revolutionary spirit and the influence of the Enlight- 
enment were largely rebuffed in both the English- and French- 
speaking British colonies of North America. As H. H. Walsh once 
put it, not only were the American and French revolutions generally 
rejected, but also 


perhaps even more significant in creating a basis for a common 
Canadianism was a third rejection, that of the Enlightenment. The 
closest either of the Canadas came to the Enlightenment, which 
has played such a prominent role in shaping reform movements 
in the rest of the new world, was during the rebellious era of the 
1830s." 


The initial differences in philosophical and political starting points 
have surfaced from time to time in the anti-Americanism which has 
been a part of Canadian life. Certain differences in the religious 
tone of the two lands arise in part from these divergent historical 
roots. 

2. Directly related to the first point is a second: the emergence 
of differing patterns of church and state in the two nations. In the 
United States the clauses on religion in the First Amendment to the 
Constitution, providing that “Congress shall make no law respect- 
ing an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise 
thereof,” went into effect in 1791. The influence of the philosophy 
of Enlightenment was strong in that statement, which has frequent- 
ly been interpreted in the light of Thomas Jefferson’s image of the 
“wall of separation’”” between church and state. A number of the 
legal establishments of religion in the southern states disappeared 
in the late eighteenth century; by 1833 the last of the three New 
England establishments was brought to an end. 

In Canada, though some of the same forces making for the sep- 
aration of church and state were at work, notably pluralism and 
voluntarism, there has been no official constitutional statement like 
the First Amendment, nor has a concept like the “wall of separation” 
been generally accepted. There were indeed bitter struggles against 
established and privileged churches, most dramatically in the battle 
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to secularize the Clergy Reserves, which were lands set aside, es- 
pecially in Ontario, for the support of religion, then often inter- 
preted to mean the Church of England. After long and bitter strug- 
gles, complicated by the political connection with Britain, the law 
that settled the issue in 1854 declared that “‘it is desirable to remove 
all semblance of connection between Church and State.” > By pro- 
viding for the continuation of stipends for life to the clergy then 
receiving them, and allowing them to commute the estimated total 
lump sum due them to their churches, the principle was to some 
extent compromised by the law. So, as John S. Moir has summarized 
the matter, 


Canada has rejected the European tradition of church establish- 
ment without adopting the American ideal of complete separation. 
Here no established church exists, yet neither is there an unscalable 
wall between religion and politics if for no other reason than that 
much of the Canadian constitution is unwritten. 


Hence Canadians “assume the presence of an unwritten separation 
of church and state,’’ he adds, in an “‘ill-defined—and difficult to 
define—relationship” which is peculiarly Canadian. '* 

When the Parliament of Canada passed the ‘‘Canadian Bill of 
Rights” after the middle of the twentieth century, it did declare 
that, along with other rights, freedom of religion has ‘existed and 
shall exist without discrimination by reason of race, national origin, 
colour, religion or sex’; yet this is not a parallel to the First Amend- 
ment, for, as M. James Penton has explained, “there is no restraint 
on the powers of either the Parliament of Canada or provincial 
legislatures in the way there is on those of Congress or American 
state legislatures.’’ He goes on to say that “instead of there being 
‘a wall of separation between church and state,’ in Canada there is 
what may be described as a quasi-establishment.’"” 

Edward R. Norman puts the matter in somewhat similar terms. 
He suggests that the three stages of development in the relationship 
of church and state can be discerned in the Anglo-American world: 
public confessionalism, the “establishment” of nonsectarian Chris- 
tianity, and strict neutrality on the part of the state. ‘Now it would 
appear that Britain, Canada, and the United States are still very 
largely in the second stage of development—the stage where non- 
sectarian religious opinion is accorded a sort of established status,”’ 
he concludes. “The laws and customs of all three nations continue 
to be shot through with supports for religious belief and actual aids, 
direct and indirect, to the churches.”’ He views Britain as closer to 
the original confessionalism and the United States as making some 
slight advances into a fuller practice of stage-three neutrality, but 
finds that ‘Canada is pretty centrally in the middle zone.”’'* While 
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Americans generally believe that the proper safeguard for religious 
freedom is the formal separation of church and state, the Canadians 
find their religious freedom secure with a different understanding 
of what separation is. 

3. This leads directly to another closely related point: in a number 
of Canadian provinces, denominational schools are subsidized by 
public funds, something which has not happened in the United 
States except in isolated instances, despite many pressures. The 
British North America Act, which enabled the formation of the 
Dominion of Canada in 1867, put jurisdiction over education under 
provincial authority, but with the specific provision that no right 
or privilege with respect to denominational schools would be af- 
fected. There have been many conflicts over the public funding of 
denominatidnal schools in both lands, but the solutions have been 
quite different. In Canada, the patterns vary from province to prov- 
ince. For example, in Newfoundland, the schools are denomina- 
tionally controlled; in Quebec a dual school system is maintained; 
in Ontario, Saskatchewan, and Alberta there is legal provision for 
Roman Catholic separate schools; while the situation in British Co- 
lumbia is most like that of the United States.” 

It has been at the level of post-secondary education, however, 
that intense church-state conflicts have erupted in Canada. Norman 
finds that “second only to the clergy reserves controversy, it was 
the university question which most sharply focused the clash be- 
tween religious pluralism and the establishment principle in British 
North America.’’** Political and religious passions ran high in On- 
tario when the secular University of Toronto was created in 1849 
and the appropriated endowments of the Anglican King’s College 
were applied to it. Later in Manitoba, however, a new pattern was 
worked out whereby denominational colleges affiliated with secular, 
provincial universities and thus gained access to public funds. In 
the last few years this has meant that even denominational theo- 
logical colleges have been aided by such funds.”! 

4. While American Protestant life has been characterized as hav- 
ing an anti-historical bias and being marked by a disregard of his- 
tory, interpreters of the Canadian scene have stressed the churches’ 
devotion to historical tradition and continuity. Sidney Mead has 
observed that the American denominations of left-wing sectarian 
background appealed “over all churches and historical traditions to 
the authority of the beliefs and practices of primitive Christianity 
as pictured in the New Testament.” As groups representing such 
backgrounds grew in size and influence in the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries, this perspective became widely perva- 
sive. A number of swiftly growing denominations were influenced 
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by “the idea of pure and normative beginnings to which return was 
possible; the idea that the intervening history was largely that of 
aberrations and corruptions which was better ignored; and the idea 
of building anew in the American wilderness on the true and ancient 
foundations.’ These ideas were reflected in much American 
preaching and were especially evident in the rise of the indigenous 
Christian (Disciples) denominational family. 

Interpreters of Canadian church history, however, do not find 
much evidence of such ideas in Canada. Goldwin French, for ex- 
ample, finds that Mead’s analysis does not fit the land to the north. 
While admitting that the continuity and partnership of Canadian 
churches with the historic tradition of Western Christianity has led 
on occasion to irrelevant controversies and has encouraged doctrinal 
conservatism, French nevertheless has found that such links have 
had the “positive merit’ of inhibiting “the emergence of that sense 
of historylessness so characteristic of nineteenth-century American 
Protestantism.”” Quoting from The Lively Experiment, he reports that 
few Canadian preachers would have argued, as did John Cotton, 


that any church was a near replica of what would be established 

“if the Lord Jesus were here himself in person’’. Significantly, too, 

no major Christian denomination would claim with the Disciples 

of Christ that it was “picking up”, the “lost threads of primitive 

Christianity” .” 

Too much should not be made of this point, for exceptions to the 
overall general trends could be found in both lands, but the basic 
distinction seems sound. 

5. The fifth point is closely linked to the previous one: Canadian 
church life has tended to be more. conservative and churchly than 
that of the United States. The British North American provinces 
that did not support the American revolution and then received 
thousands of Loyalist migrants clung more firmly to European tra- 
ditions than did the states to the south. Efforts to combine traditional 
and indigenous influences have been more characteristic of Cana- 
dian religious history than the yearning for fresh starts and new 
departures that has been a conspicuous part of the religious life of 
the novus ordo seclorum south of the border. French has observed 
that “in this light the destiny of Canada was not to figure as a great 
experiment, cut off from the history of its peoples, but to prolong 
and blend its traditions in a new context.’ John Webster Grant 
has further emphasized this Canadian Christian commitment to 
deep-rooted traditions in such summaries as this: 

A corollary to this constant reference to an existing Christendom 


was the virtual lack of any suggestion that the task of the churches 
in Canada might be to institute a new Christian society that would 
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be an alternative to older ones and perhaps even render them 
obsolete. The recurrent theme of a new Christendom led in the 
United States to almost endless experimentation. In Canada, by 
comparison, church life was strikingly devoid of the bizarre or even 
the novel.” 


Grant illustrates the lack of innovativeness by noting that Canadian 
religious controversies were usually reflections from the outside 
and that suspected heretics were popularizers of critical ideas im- 
ported from Europe. 

The relationship between this point and the second one is evident. 
S. D. Clark has commented that ‘‘the close alliance between the 
state and the church in Canada has preserved more fully the influ- 
ence of religion within an established ecclesiastical system,” con- 
trasting that with the American system, and John S. Moir has 
theorized that 


Canada... has preserved churchism to preserve itself. Whenever 
military, economic, political or cultural absorption by the United 
States threatened, as in 1776, 1812, 1837, 1911 or even 1957, Canada 
has turned to its counter-revolutionary tradition for inspiration. 
And ecclesiasticism is a traditional part of that tradition.** 


Again, this point must not be pressed too far. There has been much 
traditionalism in American religious life and considerable boldness 
and daring in Canadian. 

6. The theological life of Protestantism in Canada has been more 
under the domination of European, especially British, scholarship 
than has that in the United States. Gerald R. Cragg lamented that 


Anglo-Canadian theology has been painfully diffident, content to 
repeat what others have formulated, and hesitant to write anvthing 
at all. To Edinburgh and to Glasgow, as to Oxford and Cambridge, 
we are immeasurably indebted. It is unfortunate that our gratitude 
has so effectively stultified our originality.”” 


Grant has spoken on the same point: “Many writers have called 
attention to the scarcity in the Canadian church of intellectual orig- 
inality and mystical imagination, although learning and piety were 
always highly valued.”’* A striking, graphic illustration of the hold 
of the British theological tradition on Canadian Protestant thought 
has been given by H. Keith Markell: the new Divinity Hall in 
Montreal, completed in 1931 under the direction of the Joint Board 
of the Anglican and United Church theological colleges, was dec- 
orated with the portraits of eleven British Christian notables—ten 
English and one Scottish. 

American Protestants, much larger in number, can point to a 
more fully developed theological tradition, from such figures as 
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Edwards through Bushnell, Hodge and Nevin to Rauschenbusch 
and the Niebuhrs,** but must yet come to terms with Mead’s ob- 
servation that theological structure is the outstanding failure of 
religion in America. 

7. The major denominational families have followed somewhat 
distinctive historical paths in the two nations so that despite their 
similarities—an emphasis made early in this essay and to be kept 
in mind throughout—peculiarly ‘American’ and “Canadian” char- 
acteristics have long been discernible, both with respect to the 
denominations themselves and to the larger Protestant scenes of 
which they form a part. The denominational spectrum in Canada 
has not been as wide as would be expected in a land much smaller 
in population. Some seven denominations contained the over- 
whelmjng majority of Canadian church members in the nineteenth 
century: Roman Catholic, Anglican, Methodist, Presbyterian, Con- 
gregational, Baptist, and Lutheran. But in both lands, despite many 
changes and the arrival of new religious bodies, the denominational 
patterns that emerged in the nineteenth century have persisted. In 
1961 in Canada, for example, six denominational families claimed 
an estimated following, active or nominal, of over 90 percent of the 
population: Catholic, United (virtually all Methodists and Congre- 
gationalists and over half the Presbyterians formed the United 
Church of Canada in 1925), Anglican, Presbyterian, Baptist, and 
Lutheran, so that Grant could report that “the religious affiliations 
of Canadians had been fixed, by and large, several decades before 
confederation.’’22 In America, the two denominations that became 
the Protestant giants by mid-nineteenth century remain easily the 
numerical leaders in the late twentieth century. 

The denominational families that have been conspicuous in Can- 
ada over the last two centuries were also active on the American 
scene, but they developed along somewhat different lines and were 
combined in quite different proportions; the probing of these real- 
ities provides many clues to the differing church histories of the 
two countries. Early in the nineteenth century there were close ties, 
sometimes organic, between the denominational families. As the 
century unfolded, however, many of the ties weakened as a number 
of Canadian churches came to look less to the United States and 
more to Great Britain for models and guidance. In view of the 
history of Loyalist migrations from the south following the Amer- 
ican revolution, it is understandable why Church of England folk 
tended to look across the Atlantic to Mother Church; not until after 
mid-century did a sense of Canadian Anglicanism begin to take hold. 
Goldwin French typified the Anglican clergy of early nineteenth- 
century Canada in these words: 
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Frequently they were educated in the ancient English or Irish 
universities, and they brought with them an awareness of social 
distinctions, and a taste for civilized pursuits that necessarily af- 
fected their work. For them, the real world was the settled rural 
order of England, Ireland, or the old colonies, from which they 
came,*° 


The links between American and Canadian Methodism were orig- 
inally very strong, but the turning point came with the war of 1812- 
1814, when the American invasion of Canada provoked a nationalist 
reaction. Closer ties with British Methodism were formed, and the 
episcopate disappeared, consistent with the English pattern. Ca- 
nadian Methodism was much divided; a main theme in its nine- 
teenth-century history was its struggle to bring together its various 
divisions into‘ one church, finally achieved in 1884. The Congre- 
gational churches, strongest in the Maritimes, had developed from 
the outset from both British and American sources; but largely 
under the impact of both the American revolution and the war of 
1812-1814, the tradition had become divided and weakened until 
help came from England in the person of Henry Wilkes, aided by 
various missionary societies.** Presbyterians also came to Canada 
both from the United States and the British Isles, especially from 
Scotland, but again, after the turmoil from 1775 to 1815, ‘Presby- 
terianism in the colonies of British North America acquired a strong- 
ly British flavour.’’*5 Or to say it the other way around, ‘’American 
influences had been purged from Canadian Presbyterianism a long 
generation before Confederation, thanks to a combination of reli- 
gious and political conservatism.’’* A similar story can be told about 
the Baptists; their beginnings in Canada can be viewed primarily 
as an extension of Baptist work from the south, and the ties re- 
mained close, with some Baptist associations straddling the border. 
The war of 1812-1814 served to disrupt some of these links, but the 
connection remained closer than in some of the other denomina- 
tions.” The story of Canadian Lutherans, who like the Baptists are 
a small group on the Canadian scene, is even more complex, and 
the ties with American Lutheranism remained close; indeed, the 
largest Lutheran body in Canada today is a member of the Lutheran 
Church in America.* In general, however, the trend for denomi- 
nations to look to Britain rather than to the United States was strong 
in the nineteenth century. 

Meanwhile, in the American context these same denominational 
families were being influenced and reshaped by their American 
experiences. Three of them (Baptist, Methodist, Presbyterian), for 
example, were being torn apart during the struggle over slavery so 
that at the same time that Canadian denominational families were 
moving toward internal unity, their American analogs were divid- 
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ing. In the States the spectacular growth of two black Baptist and 
three black Methodist bodies after the Civil War introduced a factor 
quite unlike anything on the Canadian scene, where blacks have 
remained a small minority of the population.*® American Lutheran- 
ism was being redirected by the vast influx of German and Scan- 
dinavian peoples in the nineteenth century, whereas Canadian Lu- 
theranism remained relatively very much smaller. But of particular 
importance in understanding the differing religious histories is the 
fact that by mid-nineteenth century two American denominational 
families had become giants among the Protestant bodies, and have 
remained so—Baptists and Methodists. Their spread and influence 
strongly affected the overall tone of American Protestantism and 
sharpened its inner tensions as the revivalistic styles they adopted 
were both widely imitated and yet in some quarters stoutly resisted. 
Hence, though revivalistic evangelicalism is also an important topic 
in Canadian history, it was not as influential a force across such a 
wide spectrum of denominations as in the United States; as French 
has aptly noted, ‘At no point did any denomination dominate the 
Canadian religious scene in the degree that Methodists and Baptists 
dominated American Protestantism.” Not only did the sister de- 
nominations develop along somewhat distinctive lines, but also the 
overall denominational mix was quite different in the two nations. 

8. The historical understanding within each country that it was 
a Christian nation came to have quite a different meaning and tone. 
This also relates to the matter of different denominational mixes, 
but at this point the reality of the Roman Catholic church, by all 
odds the largest single church in both lands, must be considered. 
That church had already become the largest single religious body 
in America by mid-nineteenth century. But through the nineteenth 
and into the following century, it was to a considerable degree a 
church of immigrants and, though it did have some regional con- 
centrations, was widely distributed geographically. At least until 
World War I, it was seeking to demonstrate that it had become 
“naturalized” and was at home in American culture. After that 
time, it took on some of the aspects of a national church and now 
claims an inclusive membership of nearly fifty million—more than 
twice the size of the two largest Protestant denominational families 
combined. : 

In Canada, though the Roman Catholic church has long had 
English-speaking components in all the provinces, it has, of course, 
also had its French-speaking concentration in Quebec. At the pres- 
ent time, that church claims an inclusive membership of more than 
ten million, nearly half the population of Canada, and is nearly five 
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times the size of the next largest denomination, the United Church 
of Canada. 

Through the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in America, 
Protestants, though denominationally divided, were collectively in 
the majority, were convinced that theirs was a ‘Christian’ (by 
which they meant a “Protestant’’) nation, and were confident that 
the religious future belonged to them. As the new century dawned, 
the white Protestant leadership of the land anticipated that it would 
be a Christian century, one in which the Anglo-Saxon people would 
become dominant in the world scene. In part because of Protestant 
divisions and subdivisions, however, they often transferred their 
hopes for the unity and destiny of the whole people under God to 
the nation. The voices of Catholics, blacks, and others who ques- 
tioned this white Protestant interpretation of the nation’s destiny 
were angrily shouted down by the majority, until in the later twen- 
tieth century the various minorities have grown, matured, and 
developed firm bases for pressing their own interpretations of the 
American present and future.“! 

In the Canadian situation, however, neither the English Protes- 
tant nor the French Catholic element has been able convincingly to 
offer an overall religious interpretation of their one land. Whereas 
Americans have often given a providential interpretation to their 
founding and destiny as a nation, often in the form of a “‘civil” or 
“public” religion,” the Canadians have regarded the Confederation 
of 1867 more as a political or economic matter. Grant has declared 
that ‘Canadians have always recognized the secular origins of their 
nation.’”*® N. K. Clifford has traced nineteenth-century Protestant 
efforts to present a vision of Canada as ‘His Dominion,”’ but he 
concludes that they failed because the churches were unable to 
articulate an ideology of Canadianism acceptable to those of other 
backgrounds.“ The dream of Anglo-Saxon world hegemony was 
certainly not absent from Canadian life; for example, in speaking 
of Canada’s first liberal premier, Alexander Mackenzie (1873-1878), 
Robert Kelley interprets his commitment to 


a mission which he saw the British and the Canadians carrying 
forward jointly with the Americans, all being branches of the 
Anglo-Saxon race. They were a chosen people, he said in 1859 in 
a carefully prepared address on Anglo-Saxonism, sharing the great 
mission of spreading Christian civilization through their unique 
powers of self-governance, and their industrial power.* 


But there was no way of winning the French-Canadian people to 
that vision, and an alternate vision of a multiethnic land developed. 
In French’s summary of the matter, ‘lacking a generally acceptable 
religious interpretation of national purpose, we were unable to 
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generate in our society the dynamic egoism, so deeply embedded 
in American nationalism.” 

Though the shattering events of the last few decades have dis- 
closed the limitations and distortions of the earlier dream of Amer- 
ican unity and destiny, it remains an important part of the nation’s 
history, though not without its contemporary overtones. In Canada, 
political events have highlighted the basic national duality which 
prevented the earlier development of a similar dream. 

9. One of the striking parallels in the religious history of both 
nations was the emergence of a social gospel to a conspicuous but 
controversial place in the later nineteenth and early twentieth cen- 
turies; we are reminded again that this probing of differences is to 
be viewed only after stressing the similarities. Grant’s summary 
points to the interrelationships. 


Protestant social concern represented in the main an overflow 
of the “social gospel” that had come to maturity in the United 
States about 1895, although there was a constant fertilization of 
British ideas as well. Social radicalism gained a foothold during the 
depression years of the early 1890s, but it was stimulated even 
more by Canada’s later crisis of growth. Canadians continued to 
respond to developments elsewhere, and such American books as 
Walter Rauschenbusch’s Christianity and the Social Crisis (1907) and 
The Social Creed of the Churches issued by the Federal Council of 
Churches (1908) were equally influential on both sides of the bor- 
den? 


The social gospel in both countries reached its peak of influence in 
the churches at about the same time, just prior to World War I. In 
both, the social gospel encountered inner divisions, crises, and 
decline following that war.* Both movements had their basic sup- 
port from similar parts of the socioeconomic spectrum; Grant's 
judgment that ‘despite its insistence on concern for labour and the 
poor, the social gospel was essentially a bourgeois phenomenon” 
parallels Hudson’s view that it ‘““was almost exclusively a manifes- 
tation of middle-class idealism.” ” 

Certain important differences can be indicated, however. The 
American social gospel’s range of influence across the wider de- 
nominational spectrum was more limited, in part because the south- 
ern branches of the Methodist, Baptist, and Presbyterian traditions 
were more resistant to such social emphasis than the northern ones. 
Conversely, the social emphasis appears to have been stronger in 
the American Episcopal than in the Canadian Anglican church.® 
But one could not make the claim for the American churches that 
Allen has done for the Canadian: “No major Protestant denomi- 
nation in the nation escaped the impact of the social gospel, and 
few did not contribute some.major figure to the movement.””* 
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In another respect the social gospel proved to have a more lasting 
effect on the Canadian than on the American scene—in the realm 
of politics. In the United States the movement did contribute in 
certain ways to the popularity of Progressivism in the first two 
decades of the present century, and the movement had some effect 
in smoothing the way for Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal during 
the Great Depression. In Canada, however, the political effect of 
the social gospel was more direct; Allen can say of the 1921 election, 
“The Progressive triumph was, among other things, a triumph of 
the social gospel.” In the depression years persons who had been 
conspicuous in various wings of that movement, notably J. S. Woods- 
worth, participated in the formation and growth of the Canadian 
Commonwealth Federation, which in the next decade became New 
Democratic Party, carrying Thomas C. Douglas to victory in Sas- 
katchewan, where he formed a successful socialist government with 
the help of many church people. This political significance of the 
social gospel seems to be explainable in part because the movement 
succeeded in influencing radical, rural, and farm labor movements 
in the prairie provinces, while in the United States the central focus 
of the social gospel was strongly on the urban industrial worker. 

Social Christianity has its conservative as well as progressive and 
radical aspects; fundamentalist and conservative evangelical Chris- 
tianity in America did have serious concern for social service and 
justice.* But this was nothing like the political triumph of William 
Aberhart, pastor of the Calgary Prophetic Church and a famous 
radio preacher, who combined an appeal to fundamentalists of 
many types with a program of Social Credit (each adult to receive 
a monthly cash dividend drawn out of natural resources) which 
brought him to the premiership of Alberta in 1935. Both the sim- 
ilarities and differences of social Christianity in the two lands are 
revealing and need further analysis and interpretation. 

10. The ecumenical styles of Canadian and American Protestants, 
despite many similarities, have been characterized by an important 
difference in approach. In the United States, though there was 
considerable talk of church union in the twentieth century, the 
significant developments were along the lines of cooperation and 
federation. A whole series of cooperative agencies were developed, 
such as the Foreign Missions Conference of North America, the 
Home Missions Council of North America, and the International 
Council of Religious Education. Canadian Protestants were in- 
volved in these movements. The agencies were supported by var- 
ious denominational boards; without initially displacing such agen- 
cies, American Protestants decided to develop a federation of de- 
nominations. So in 1908 the Federal Council of the Churches of 
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Christ in America was formed by thirty-three American denomi- 
nations. Thus, American ecumenical efforts early in the century 
were largely channeled into these cooperative and federative agen- 
cies. 

The Canadian ecumenical problem was somewhat different. In 
a vast land with a small population, tiny congregations of the 
various denominations competed with each other for survival. A 
drive for church union across confessional lines had begun in ear- 
nest by the dawn of the new century. A Basis of Union that seriously 
engaged the Methodist, Presbyterian, and Congregational churches 
was ready by 1908. The search for organic union across denomi- 
national lines thus took precedence over the cooperative or feder- 
ational approach. The hope was for a national Protestant church 
that might attract others into the union; as the preamble to the Basis 
said, ‘It shall be the policy of The United Church to foster the spirit 
of unity in the hope that this sentiment of unity may in due time, 
so far as Canada is concerned, take shape in a Church which may 
fittingly be described as national.” The high expectations of that 
period were dimmed as sharp differences of opinion emerged 
among Presbyterians, and a long, divisive struggle followed. When 
the union was finally consummated in 1925, a large minority stayed 
out and continued the Presbyterian Church in Canada.” But despite 
the painful struggle and the scars it left, the union of 1925 was a 
major event in the history of church union. Grant affirms that, in 
almost every case, 


unions between comparable groups have been achieved in Canada 
earlier than in any other Western nation, and the union that 
brought The United Church of Canada into being almost fifty years 
ago has not yet been duplicated in Britain, the United States or 
any other British dominion. This apparently inexorable trend has 
clearly been a major motif in Canadian church history, although 
its effects thus far have largely been limited to the middie range 
of the ecclesiastical spectrum.* 


The attention given to church union meant that less was given 
to the cooperative or federative approach. The formation of the 
Canadian Council of Churches did not occur until 1944, and it was 
then largely the consequence of a decision made in the United 
States to merge the Federal Council with other major interdenom- 
inational agencies to form the National Council of the Churches of 
Christ in the U.S.A., which was finally accomplished in 1950. The 
Canadian Council has not played the role in Canadian church life 
that the Federal/National Council has in America, but the formation 
of the United Church of Canada was one of the leading ecumenical 
achievements of the century. 
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In overall summary, it can be concluded that national trends in 
both lands have impinged on their religious histories. Churches 
which have many similarities have tended to move somewhat in 
isolation from each other. Though the differences do need to be 
seen for what they are, they should not be allowed to obscure the 
deep-rooted similarities among the various Protestant traditions of 
the two nations. Winthrop Hudson, as both church historian and 
church leader, has been critical of nationalistic trends in both nations 
that have brushed aside a long and important history of church 
cooperation across the border.*® At the North American Faith and 
Order Conference in Oberlin in 1957, he urged the importance of 
close cooperation among the churches of the two countries and 
presented an amendment to a major action of the Conference to 
that end, which was unanimously accepted." It is hoped that this 
historical summary and interpretation of similarities and differences 
may contribute also to that end. 


NOTES 


‘Winthrop S. Hudson, ‘‘How American Is Religion in America?” Remterpre- 
tation in American Church History, ed. Jerald C. Brauer (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1968), pp. 155-156. Reprinted by permission of The University 
of Chicago Press. 

?Winthrop S. Hudson, ‘The Interrelationships of Baptists in Canada and the 
United States,” Foundations, vol. 23, no. 1 (January-March, 1980), p. 22. 

S1bid) psaeo: : 

‘For example, see Robert T. Handy, ‘The Influence of Canadians on Baptist 
Theological Education in the United States,” Foundations, vol. 23, no. 1, (january- 
March, 1980), pp. 42-56. 

‘For example, see such standard histories of Christianity in Canada and the 
United States as H. H. Walsh, The Christian Church m Canada (Toronto: The 
Ryerson Press, 1956) and The Church im the French Era (Toronto: The Ryerson 
Press, 1966); John S. Moir, The Church in the British Era (Toronto: McGraw-Hill 
Ryerson, 1972); John Webster Grant, The Church im the Canadian Era (Toronto: 
McGraw-Hill Ryerson, 1972); Winthrop S. Hudson, Religion im America (New 
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1965, 1973, 1981); Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious 
History of the American People (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1972); 
Robert T. Handy, A History of the Churches in the United States and Canada (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1977). 

"Sidney Mead, The Lively Experiment: The Shaping of Christianity in America (New 
York: Harper & Row, Publishers, Inc., 1963), Pa lis: 

’Robert Kelley, The Transatlantic Persuasion: The Liberal-Democratic Mind in the 
Age of Gladstone (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1969), p. 373. 

“Lefferts A. Loetscher, The Broadening Church: A Study of Issues in the Presbyterian 
Church since 1869 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1954), p. 92; 
Willard A. Sperry, Religion in America (New York: Macmillan, Inc., 1946), p. 135. 

°H. H. Walsh, The Christian Church in Canada, p. 391. 


Protestant Patterns in Canada and the United States 


Philip LeBlanc and Arnold Edinborough, eds., One Church, Two Nations? 
(Don Mills: Longmans, 1968), p. 41. 

4 Alexander de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
Inc., 1945), vol. 1, p. 303. 

2S. D. Clark, The Developing Canadian Community, 2nd ed. (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1968), p. 168. 

3Mead, The Lively Experiment, p. 36. 

4A Canadian Christian Tradition,” The Churches and the Canadian Experience, 
ed. John Webster Grant (Toronto: The Ryerson Press, 1963), p. 146. 

518 Victoria Cap. 2 (1854), as cited in Church and State in Canada, 1627-1867: 
Basic Documents, ed. John S. Moir (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, Ltd., 1967), 
p. 244. See also Alan Wilson, The Clergy Reserves of Upper Canada: A Canadian 
Mortmain (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1968). 

%6Moir, Church and State in Canada, p. xiii. 

7M. James Penton, ‘‘Religious Freedom and Canadian Law: An Historical 
Evaluation,”’ The Canadian Society of Church History Papers, 1980 (mimeographed, 
1981), pp. 32, 33, 42. 

18Edward R. Norman, The Conscience of the State in North America (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1968), pp. 184-185. 

Gerald M. Craig, The United States and Canada (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1968), pp. 35-36; see also C. B. Sissons, Church and State in 
Canadian Education (Toronto: The Ryerson Press, 1959). 

27Norman, The Conscience of the State, p. 171. 

21See D. C. Masters, Protestant Church Colleges in Canada: A History (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1966), especially pp. 89-132; Robin S. Harris, A 
History of Higher Education in Canada, 1663-1960 (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1976); Charles M. Johnston, McMaster University, 2 vols., (Toronto: Uni- 
versity of Toronto Press, 1976, 1981); Robert T. Handy, “Trends in Canadian 
and American Theological Education, 1880-1980: Some Comparisons,” Theolog- 
ical Education, vol. 18, no. 2 (Spring, 1982), pp. 175-218. 

2Mead, The Lively Experiment, pp. 109, 111. 

*Goldwin S. French, “The Impact of Christianity on Canadian Culture and 
Society to 1867,’’ Theological Bulletin, McMaster Divinity College, no. 3 (January, 
1968), p. 19. 

24Goldwin S. French, ‘The Evangelical Creed in Canada,” The Shield of Achilles: 
Aspects of Canada in the Victorian Age, ed. W. L. Morton (Toronto: McClelland 
& Stewart, Ltd., 1968), p. 29. 

Grant, The Church in the Canadian Era, p. 214. Copyright © McGraw-Hill 
Ryerson Limited, 1972. Reprinted by permission. 

* Clark, The Developing Canadian Community, p. 181; John S. Moir, “Sectarian 
Tradition in Canada,” in The Churches and the Canadian Experience, ed. Grant, p. 
132. Paul R. Dekar has questioned the thesis that Canadian Christianity has 
been less ‘enthusiastic,’ more churchly, more conservative, and closer to Eu- 
ropean patterns than those of the United States. He believes that the utilization 
of the history of religion’s approach to the study of Canadian church history 
will lead to greater depth and understanding of such “inner happenings” as 
devotions, worldviews, and values of ordinary members of the various tradi- 
tions. See “Church History of Canada: Where from Here?” Theodolite: A Journal 
of Christian Thought and Practice, vol. 5 (Summer, 1980), p. 11. Certainly such an 
approach should be fruitful, and can add much to our understanding of the 
history of Christianity in North America; at this point I suspect that it may 
modify and deepen but perhaps not radically alter the broad generalizations on 
this point that have been offered. 


IN THE GREAT TRADITION 


Gerald R. Cragg, ‘The European Wellsprings of Canadian Christianity,” 
Theological Bulletin, McMaster Divinity College, no. 3 (January, 1968), p. 9. 

*%Grant, The Church in the Canadian Era, p. 13. 

2H. Keith Markell, The Faculty of Religious Studies, McGill University, 1948-1978 
(Montreal: Faculty of Religious Studies, 1979), p. 11. 

»Sydney E. Ahlstrom, ed., Theology in America: The Major Protestant Voices from 
Puritanism to Neo-Orthodoxy (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1967). 

31Mead, The Lively Experiment, p. 15. 

32Grant, The Church in the Canadian Era, p. 223. 

French, “The Impact of Christianity,’” pp. 20-21. 

Earl B. Eddy, “The Congregational Tradition in Canada,’”” The Churches and 
the Canadian Experience, ed. Grant, pp. 25-37. 

% Neil G. Smith, “The Presbyterian Tradition in Canada,” in thid., p. 38. 

%John S. Moir, ‘American Influences on Canadian Protestant Churches Before 
Confederation,” Church History, vol. 36, no. 4 (December, 1967), p. 448. 

37Hudson, ‘‘Interrelationships of Baptists,’” pp. 22-41, especially pp. 22-27. 

38E. Clifford’Nelson, ed., The Lutherans in North America (Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1975). 

3See Robin W. Winks, The Blacks in Canada: A History (New Haven, Conn.: 
Yale University Press, 1971). 

In The Shield of Achilles, ed. Morton, p. 22. 

‘1This theme has been developed in many places—e.g., Martin E. Marty, 
Righteous Empire: The Protestant Experience in America (New York: The Dial Press, 
1970), and Robert T. Handy, A Christian America: Protestant Hopes and Historical 
Realities (New York: Oxford University Press, 1971). 

“See Russell E. Richey and Donald G. Jones, eds., American Civil Religion 
(New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, Inc., 1974). 

“Grant, The Church in the Canadian Era, p. 24. 

“Keith Clifford, ““His Dominion: A Vision in Crisis,”’ Studies in Religion’ Sciences 
Religieuses, vol. 2, no. 4 (Spring, 1973), pp. 315-326. 

Kelley, The Transatlantic Persuasion, p. 392. 

“French, ‘The Impact of Christianity,” p. 34. 

47Grant, The Church in the Canadian Era, p. 101. 

4Cf. C. Howard Hopkins The Rise of the Social Gospel in American Protestantism, 
1865-1915 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1940); and Richard Allen, 
The Social Passion: Religion and Social Reform in Canada, 1914-28 (Toronto: Uni- 
versity of Toronto Press, 1971). 

“Grant, The Church in the Canadian Era, p. 103, and Hudson, Religion in America, 
p. 315. 

* Allen, The Social Passion, p. 15. 

MM latel, jou lek. 

Diliel, oy, Paley 

*Norris Magnuson, Salvation in the Slums: Evangelical Social Work, 1865-1920 
(Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1977). 

“See W. E. Mann, Sect, Cult, and Church in Alberta (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1955), especially pp. 119-122. 

“Samuel McCrea Cavert, Church Cooperation and Unity in America: A Historical 
Review, 1900-1970 (New York: Association Press, 1970). 

* As quoted by Grant, The Canadian Experience of Church Union (London: Lut- 
terworth Press, 1967), p. 20. 

A vast collection of literature has gathered around this event and its inter- 
pretation; an early basic work was by Claris E. Silcox, Church Union in Canada: 
Its = and Consequences (New York: Institute of Social and Religious Research, 
1933). 


Protestant Patterns in Canada and the United States 


Grant, The Church in the Canadian Era, p. 211. Since that paragraph was 
written, the United Church of Australia has come into being, also uniting 
Congregationalists, Methodists, and Presbyterians. 

*° Winthrop S. Hudson, “‘Interrelationships of Baptists,” p. 24. 

®Paul S. Minear, ed., The Nature of the Unity We Seek (St. Louis: The Bethany 
Press, 1958), p. 154. 


GEORGE MARK 
The Cincinnati Bible beramary 


On the Soul of Nations: 
Religion and Nationalism in 
Canada and the United States 


Paul RK. Dekar 


“Canada is a country without a soul.” 


—American quoted by Rupert Brooke! 


“What is America? A nation with the soul of a church.” 
—G. K. Chesterton? 


Poe a crab would be outraged if it could hear us classify it 
as a crustacean and thus dispose of it. ““‘I am no such thing,’ it 
would say; ‘I am MYSELF, MYSELF alone.’’’? Thus it is with individuals, 
and so too with nations, the United States and Canada not excepted. 
The danger in this is clear, for ours is an age not only of nationalism 
but also of nationalisms run amok. The threat to our common 
survival is very real. 

Throughout a distinguished career, Winthrop S. Hudson has 
addressed two themes suggested above: the need for comparative 
study and the relationship between religion and nationalism. He 
has insisted that “the United States can properly be understood 
only as an integral part of a larger European society.’’* To delineate 
precisely how the United States can be so understood, Hudson 
established an agenda for the next generation of scholars in a sem- 
inal essay entitled ‘““How American Is Religion in America?” For 
Hudson, the need for such study is pressing. Observed Hudson, 


Canadians do not want to be thought of as Americans. Americans 
do not want to be identified as Englishmen. Englishmen do not 
regard themselves as Europeans. Europe is across the Channel. 
And on the Continent people think of themselves as belonging to 
distinctive and self-contained national cultures—a French culture, 
a Norwegian culture, a Spanish culture. This emphasis on indi- 
viduality has often fostered a false sense of separation and auton- 
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omy by obscuring the interrelations and reciprocal influences that 
have bound these nations together.® 


From comparative study several benefits derive: service of truth; 
deepening of corporate and self-identity; recognition of belonging 
to a community larger than one’s own; and, for the Christian, 
increased awareness of being related in intimate fashion to the 
whole church of Christ. Without such study, Hudson warned, one 
becomes easy prey to nativism, jingoism, cultural and intellectual 
isolation, and messianism.*® 

To avoid these dangers and fully to know ourselves, we must be 
familiar with the nature and place of religion in public life. Even 
(and perhaps especially) in modern times nations have tended to 
claim God as somehow at work in their affairs. However, no con- 
sensus has existed among politicians, religious leaders, or the gen- 
eral public concerning the extent of such claims, or how they are 
to be used. Despite the proliferation of religious studies programs 
in Canada and the United States and the flood of lively scholarly 
research on the theme, there has not even emerged consensus as 
to what questions to ask or how to embark on the search for links 
between religion and national self-understanding. 

To this search the historian Winthrop Hudson has much to con- 
tribute. Hudson began his career with English political theory, 
turned to the story of religion in the United States, and continued 
with related transatlantic themes, especially English and American 
identity, mission, and destiny. Recently, he has returned to his 
earliest interest by looking at the Elizabethan settlement. In this 
progression Canada does not figure prominently. However, Hud- 
son has not ignored Canadian-United States connections. He has 
explored the interrelationships of Baptists in Canada and the United 
States and, in an extended review of Robert T. Handy’s A History 
of the Churches in the United States and Canada, decried the nationalistic 
trends which rend asunder religious ties which otherwise have been 
close and intimate.’ 

This would not appear to be an auspicious time to explore such 
volatile subjects as religion and nationalism in Canada and the 
United States. Economic tensions between the two countries persist, 
and there seems to be no common perception regarding the nature 
of the problems or of their possible solutions. Politically, Canada 
is in the midst of a constitutional crisis which threatens the future 
of the nation. At the same time, Canadians continue to demonstrate 
intense fascination with the United States while thinking of them- 
selves as a different and superior kind of America, an authentically 
American alternative to what is happening in the United States.® 
For its part the United States, spurred on by the so-called Moral 
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Majority, is reviving old themes of manifest destiny and divine 
purpose while ignoring any lessons to be derived from its recent 
history. As for its northern neighbor, the United States continues 
to oscillate between indifference and extravagant disregard. Yet it 
is precisely because of these developments that comparative reflec- 
tion is essential. Hudson’s insistence that the links between religion 
and nationalism be general and flexible helps bring clarity to a 
subject more frequently characterized by confusion. 


False Turn in the Search: The Civil Religion Debate 


The image of soul has long referred to moral and spiritual qualities 
of things. Its use with respect to nations appears to be more recent. 
Writing in 1827, Thomas Carlyle utilized the notion of soul to de- 
scribe the wellspring, the center, the ultimate meaning of the nation: 


It is no longer the moral, religious, spiritual condition of the people 
that is our concern, but their physical, practical, economical con- 
dition, as regulated by public laws. Thus is the Body-politic more 
than ever worshipped and tendered; but the Soul-politic less than 
ever. Love of country, in any high or generous sense . . . has little 
importance attached to it . . . Men are to be guided only by their 
self-interests.° 


A century later, Rupert Brooke and G. K. Chesterton drew upon 
the same image to relate autobiographically how during brief visits 
from the Old World they experienced Canada and the United States. 
For Rupert Brooke, or at least for the anonymous American who 
claimed that Canada has no soul, Canada lacked clarity and purity 
of identity in a transcendent sense. For Chesterton, the United 
States still possessed soul, which he understood as a spiritual ide- 
alism imbibed by each citizen. 

Aside from the image of soul, Carlyle’s comment pertains to the 
issue of religion and nationalism. Carlyle wrote during a time of 
transition and “boundless grinding collision of the New with the 
Old.” For Carlyle the Old included a conception of nationalism as 
something positive, a natural sense of tradition, of belonging to a 
place, of having a patrimony. Carlyle accepted that divine provi- 
dence guides national destiny and provides the basis of Right, 
Freedom, and Country. In opposition to this Christian notion, a 
new conception was elevating Country to a status of autonomy and 
ultimacy. The apotheosis of the state was beginning to supplant the 
worship of God. A new age of nationalism and competing ideologies 
had dawned. 

Other nineteenth-century writers observed, with varying degrees 
of optimism and pessimism, the collision of old and new. In The 
Ancient City Fustel de Coulanges explored one example of ‘‘the 
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intimate relation which always exists between men’s ideas and their 
social state.”'° In ancient Rome and Greece religion was the basis 
of civic life. People sought to harmonize earth with heaven. The 
modern distinction between the sacred and the profane did not 
exist. A functional analysis of religion found similar expression in 
de Tocqueville’s study of democracy in America, as is suggested by 
the heading “Religion considered as a political institution which 
powerfully contributes to the maintenance of a democratic republic 
among the Americans.”’'!' Almost prophetically, de Tocqueville 
warned lest religion in America become ‘bound down to the dead 
corpse of superannuated polity.” That is, religion should not form 
alliances with political power such that all distinctions disappear 
between religion and patriotism or church and state. In a final 
example, speaking of the English nation incarnate in British North 
America, Bishop John Strachan averred, 
Here the light of freedom burns with the brightest radiance, and 
the rights and liberties of man are the best understood and most 
abundantly enjoyed; and here a lofty sense of independence is of 
universal growth. From this nation, the cherisher and supporter 
of religious establishments, have come almost all the lights that 
exalt modern times. .. . It is to religion that she owes her pre- 
eminence—it is this that throws a holy splendour round her head, 
makes her the hope of every land, and urges her to achieve the 
evangelization of mankind.” 


For many early critics of modernity the Canadian and American 
experiments promised the infusion of new life to the older concep- 
tions of religion and nationalism. But the promise has failed. So 
mourn contemporary counterparts of Carlyle and Fustel de Cou- 
langes, Strachan and de Tocqueville. According to George Grant, 
for example, the Canadian experiment was to build ‘a more ordered 
and stable society than the liberal experiment in the United States.”’ 
Tradition, morality, recognition of ‘‘an eternal order,’’ human free- 
dom, good government—these constituted the key elements of the 
Canadian search for ‘‘an alternative to the American republic built 
on the northern half of this continent.’’ Now, laments Grant, “this 
hope has been extinguished, we are too old to be retrained by a 
new master. We find ourselves like fish left on the shores of a dying 
lake. The element necessary to our existence has passed away.” 

Equally compelling is Robert Bellah’s elegy for America’s voca- 
tion. The United States, explains Bellah, was built centrally on 
“utopian millennial expectations’ and an “entire tradition of reli- 
gious-moral understanding.” Just as Christians and Jews have 
understood their relationship with God through the symbol of cov- 
enant, so, too, have Americans understood the relationship of their 
nation with God in terms of the idea of covenant. That is, 
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there was a common set of religious and moral understandings 

rooted in a conception of divine order under a Christian, or at least 

a deist, God. The basic moral norms . . . deriving from that divine 

order were liberty, justice, and charity, understood in the context 

of . . . personal virtue as the essential basis of a good society." 
In the twentieth century, Bellah laments, Americans have broken 
the covenant. Just as religious life requires periodic reformation and 
revival, so, too, must the old vision be renewed. The resulting ‘“‘new 
birth of freedom’ will generate ‘’a world civil religion ... as a 
fulfillment and not a denial’’ of America’s eschatological hopes.'5 

At the heart of the matter is our notion of soul, the idea that there 
is a religious basis for national life. Bellah’s use of the phrase “‘civil 
religion” draws explicitly from the writings of Jean Jacques Rous- 
seau. In the eighteenth century Rousseau termed the religious basis 
of nations ‘‘the religion of the citizen’’ by which he understood 
those ‘‘social sentiments without which a man cannot be a good 
citizen or faithful subject.” This civil religion contrasts with the 
religion of man, ‘‘the religion of the Gospel pure and simple,’’ and 
priestcraft, “‘a sort of mixed and anti-social code . . . that destroys 
social unity.’”” Rousseau desired to attract adherents of the latter, 
irresponsible practice of religion to a more responsible engagement 
in civic affairs through the mutual recognition of rights and obli- 
gations. Rousseau did not define precisely the relationship between 
the religion of pure and simple Christianity and civil religion, but 
he did indicate the religious elements necessary for the common- 
weal and smooth functioning of the state. These included the ex- 
istence of God, the life to come, the punishment of wrong, the 
sanctity of the social contract and the exclusion of religious intol- 
erance.'¢ 

Rousseau intended to promote responsible engagements in civic 
affairs, but the unintended consequences of his formulation may 
have been less salutary. Some see Rousseau as the creator of modern 
absolutism.'”? Others understand Rousseau more simply, as extolling 
the classic virtue of patriotism and a positive sense of belonging to 
a class, a society, a country, a continent, and a civilization." Bellah 
intimates that the civil religion concept could, potentially, degen- 
erate into perverse worship of the American nation.'? What Bellah 
wants to defend in Rousseau’s concept is the need for beliefs, 
symbols, and rituals which enable citizens to understand American 
experience in the light of ultimate and universal reality. 

Bellah clearly understands American civil religion as a differen- 
tiated, elaborate, and well-institutionalized religion existing along- 
side the privatized religion of church, synagogue, or temple.*” He 
also clearly intends the concept to be used comparatively and cross- 
culturally.?' Although he acknowledges that he has reified and given 
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a name to something that has otherwise existed only semicon- 
sciously, he defends tenaciously his use of the phrase to denote 
what has generally been accepted as religion. Of course, definitions 
of religion abound, but Bellah would appear to posit as the attributes 
of American civil religion these phenomena: (1) some delineation 
of beliefs; (2) recognized leadership; (3) periodic ceremonies or rit- 
uals which transmit and interpret the core beliefs; (4) explicitly 
defined grounds of membership; (5) some outcome on the behaviour 
of adherents; and, finally, (6) a coherence of the above characteristics 
which permit the outsider to name the phenomenon Christian, 
Buddhist, tribal, or the like.” 

Thus, Bellah marshals evidence to make the case for American 
civil religion as something differentiated, elaborate, institutional- 
ized, and subject to analysis. In the first place, the dogmas of 
American civil religion are, as Rousseau suggested they should be, 
few, simple, and exactly worded. These include belief in America’s 
sacred origin, the pristine freshness of the New World paradise, 
and America’s vocation as a chosen people. ‘‘When God was cre- 
ating the new heaven and new earth, he began right here in Amer- 
ica. ‘ So runs Bellah’s vision of America’s myth of origin and 
convenantal responsibility to further God’s purposes through the 
advance not only of individual freedom and happiness in America 
but also of the good of all people everywhere. 

Second, the elaboration of these beliefs takes form in a sacred 
canon, comprised of foundational documents such as the Declara- 
tion of Independence and Bill of Rights, and credal formulations 
such as the Pledge of Allegiance and national anthem. The intimate 
relation between the core dogmas, founding documents, and credal 
statements is made clear in pronouncements by the official and 
unofficial bards of America’s civil religion, for example, President 
Washington’s first and President Lincoln’s second inaugural ad- 
dresses; writings by novelists and poets such as Herman Melville, 
Julia Ward Howe, and Walt Whitman; the historical accounts of 
people as diverse as John Winthrop, George Bancroft, or Josiah 
Strong. Bellah notes that the Protestant clergy long remained central 
spokespersons for American culture,» but he also believes that 
immigrant and minority groups have appropriated and articulated 
the core beliefs aright. 

Third, Bellah mentions a number of public rites and holy days 
which provide recognized leaders the occasion to transmit and 
interpret American civil religion. These include presidential inau- 
gurals; pilgrimages to sacred places such as the Gettysburg and 
Arlington National Cemeteries, the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier 
and shrines of martyred Presidents Lincoln and Kennedy; cere- 
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monies marking the national holidays, including Thanksgiving, 
Memorial Day, the Fourth of July; and relatively minor events such 
as Veterans Day and Washington’s birthday. 

The'fourth attribute of religion, membership, is more problematic 
for Bellah. In his 1967 essay “Civil Religion in America’ Bellah 
appears to equate nationality with acceptance of the basic myth- 
ritual-symbol paradigm. Although there have been times of trial, 
the “average American’ generally has adhered to the American 
civil religion ‘‘without any bitter struggle” between it and the prac- 
tice of Christianity, ethnicity, or other possible competing loyalties. 
Subsequently, Bellah’s analysis has become more nuanced. Dis- 
cussing the idea of the United States as an asylum for the oppressed, 
Bellah cited the Jewish American poet Emma Lazarus, whose words 
are inscribed on the Statue of Liberty: 


Give me your tired, your poor, 

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, 
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore, 
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed, to me: 
I lift my lamp beside the golden door. 


Bellah also cites early complaints about immigrants, meaning others 
than Anglo-Saxon Protestants, and acknowledges that for many the 
promise of America the openhearted receiving the afflicted of the 
world has proved illusory. Bellah explains this apparent discrepancy 
between promise and reality by pointing out how many non- 
Protestants and ethnics have come out as “relatively homogeneous 
Americans in the melting pot of Americanization.” But it is not clear 
that Bellah succeeds in extricating American civil religion from the 
matrix of white Anglo-Saxon Protestant identity.” 

The fifth attribute of religion, behavior, relates to Bellah’s opti- 
mism regarding the promise of the United States. In Bellah’s reading 
of history, American civil religion provided the ideological basis for 
liberators such as Washington and Lincoln and prophets such as 
Henry David Thoreau and William Lloyd Garrison to strive to make 
concrete in actual practice the rhetoric of “life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness.’’ Vigorous movements of renewal gave way 
to fervor of revolution and civil war, which in turn gave way to 
new efforts to enhance the common good. Decrying the present 
gospel of materialism and power, Bellah nonetheless discerns evi- 
dence in the civil rights and anti-Vietnam war movements during 
the 1960s that some did continue to alert the nation that it stands 
under higher judgment. 

Finally, the issue of coherence finds expression in the image of 
soul. Appealing for the renewal of covenant, Bellah states, 


No one has changed a great nation without appealing to its soul, 
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without stimulating a national idealism, as even those who call 
themselves materialists have discovered. ... We [must] have a 
new vision of man, a new sense of human possibility, and a new 
conception of the ordering of liberty, the constitution of freedom.* 


He goes on to call for the revisioning of the common good. Belief 
and behavior find coherence in the faithful service of people in 
pursuit of life and the fullness thereof, not for individuals as such, 
but for people in community. 

Bellah forcefully analyzes the phenomenon, observed frequently 
since de Tocqueville, of religion’s immense influence in the United 
States. Variously designated public religion (Benjamin Franklin), 
common religion (Robin Williams), or the religion of the republic 
(Sidney E. Mead), the American case has been generally understood 
as a particular instance of a universal reality. But Bellah claims more 
for his construction than has anybody before. Others have regarded 
American civil religion as genuinely religious,”* but Bellah asserts 
that American civil religion is as differentiated, elaborated, and 
institutionalized as Christianity, Judaism, or Buddhism. 

This claim is unfortunate for at least two reasons. First, Bellah 
provides evidence, summarized above, which fails to substantiate 
his intuitive thesis. Bellah’s formulation cannot be verified histori- 
cally or scientifically.” As with other elusive ideal types, notably 
Max Weber's “Protestant ethic’ and “spirit of capitalism’ or Jacob 
Burckhardt’s “civilization of the renaissance,’’ the construction de- 
scribes no differentiated, elaborated, institutionalized reality as 
such. 

Bellah’s claim is also unfortunate because it has diverted the 
attention of scholars away from questions related to the use one 
makes of claims to linkage between religion and nationalism to a 
search for civil religion. Thus is made the disconcerting contention 
that civil religions exist wherever they are sought. This simply is 
not so, as the Canadian case demonstrates. 

Canada provides an instructive case because it shares, at least 
among English-speaking Protestants, many characteristics in reli- 
gion and politics with the United States. These include a common 
British heritage; ongoing transatlantic passage of ideas, books, lu- 
minaries, and the like; a relatively open border facilitating the flow 
of population in both directions; institutional religious ties; and 
distinctive, albeit subtly different patterns of religious freedom, 
denominationalism, missionary outreach, pluralism, and voluntar- 
ism. Religion has been at least as significant an influence forming 
Canadian society as has been true for the United States. Finally, 
within English- and French-speaking Canada strong traditions of 
mission and identity have existed. George Grant, self-proclaimed 
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spokesperson for the Anglo-Canadian variant on the theme, takes 
for granted that “public religion’ is essential for ‘social cohesion.” 
Whether or not public religion has anything to do with Christianity, 
Deism; or any differentiated religion, Grant holds that belief in a 
“higher” divine power is minimally necessary if there is to be 
constitutional government.” 

This sounds like Canadian civil religion. Right? Wrong. One 
searches in vain for Canadian civil religion(s). Versions of the idea 
of God's providential care of Canada have been put forward, but 
none has been accepted as an ideology, philosophy, or dogmatic 
framework satisfactory to the majority of Canadians. Until 1982 
Canada had no written constitution; a national anthem became 
official in 1980; its bill of rights is subject to modification by Parlia- 
ment and a majority of the provinces. Nothing resembles canon or 
creed.’As for sacred rituals, such events as the opening of Parliament 
and visits to certain government buildings do not have the signif- 
icance that American counterparts have. The monarchy does have 
emotional impact for segments of Canadian society, but visits by 
the royal family do not assume a sacral dimension. There are hol- 
idays, but no holy days. The national day, July 1, is less well known 
than the Fourth of July, while Victoria Day and Thanksgiving are 
mere ‘days off’’ reserved for the family or the opening and closing 
of cottages. In lieu of the “American melting pot’ the acceptance 
of a “‘mosaic” image affirms both the reluctance to forge immigrant 
Canadians of one mold and a preference for divergent Canadian 
ideals. In sum, the absence of a clear Canadian identity has bred 
a pattern of indifference and inferiority described by one of Canada’s 
most nationalistic poets, Al Purdy, in ““Homo Canadensis”: 


And guys like you deserve to be taken over. 

But when you are you'll be 2nd class Americans, 

like Negroes in the south, like Indians here— 

You'll be 2nd class Americans here because 

you were never Ist class Canadians in the first place—*° 


The case for Canadian civil religion, in Bellah’s sense of differ- 
entiated, elaborated, institutionalized religion, is even more tenuous 
than for the United States. Yet in English and French Canada, 
national spokespersons have utilized religious imagery to exert 
emotional, shaping impact upon the hearts and minds of Canadians. 
The apparent failure of Bellah’s category means only that religion 
and nationalism have not fused in the sense he intends. But it 
should be observed that Bellah himself has suggested a more limited 
meaning for civil religion. This second formulation designates sim- 
ply the religious dimension of public life. It entails less theoretical 
baggage than the full paradigm, and it has been more widely ac- 
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cepted. Winthrop Hudson and others have employed it to explore 
theological and historical religious dimensions of national life with 
greater precision than does Bellah. Although Hudson’s perspective 
has not figured prominently in the civil religion debate, it does in 
fact provide a fruitful basis for comparing American and Canadian 
religion and nationalism. This essay provides an opportunity to 
redirect the civil religion debate along more productive lines than 
the slippery search for civil religion. By supplementing Hudson’s 
excellent studies of religion and nationalism in the United States 
with data from the Anglo-Canadian experience, we may indeed 
develop a felicitous method for comparative historical study.* 


Memory of the Forebears 


The vast majority of settlers in the original thirteen American 
states and Maritime provinces thought of themselves as English. 
The American revolutionists interpreted their war for independence 
as a struggle to preserve their English liberties. Ironically, the same 
view was held by loyalist Yankees who fled to New Brunswick and 
Nova Scotia. However, unlike the settlers of New England, the 
early Canadian refugees had little to unite them apart from their 
common loyalty to the memory of England.” 

This memory was powerful enough. It included the strong con- 
viction that England had a God-given vocation to fulfill, a conviction 
reinforced through three periods of civil strife. Each conflict pro- 
duced martyrs, publicists, and a literature which affirmed God’s 
election of England as the first nation to embrace the gospel, the 
only establisher of it throughout the world, the first reformed and 
the first to stamp out all vestiges of idolatry, superstition, hypocrisy, 
and wicked living. As God had been committed to ancient Israel by 
way of a covenant, so had God with England. As the Geneva Bible, 
Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, and an extensive pamphlet and sermon 
literature emphasized, election had its consequences, for God chose 
England to be the instrument for promoting true religion and civil 
liberties throughout the world. In its most succinct form the tra- 
dition asserted that God is English.* In its most bizarre form, British 
Israelism, the argument asserts that the British people descend 
directly from the “lost” tribe of Israel, their monarchs from David 
and Jesus the Christ.% 

Observing the centrality of this heritage in the development of 
early Canadian self-understanding, we must stress that the memory 
of the forebears had negative and positive consequences. Nega- 
tively, it sanctioned the idea, dominant in subsequent Canadian 
imperialism, that Canada was simply part of a greater empire which 
would ultimately cover the whole earth with the English language, 
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English laws, and English Protestantism.® Positively, it enabled 
Canadians to think of themselves as true heirs of Britain and there- 
fore as the providentially established alternative to American claim- 
ants to succession. Three examples from the early literature illustrate 
this positive memory of England in the New World. 

The first derives from the pulpits of the national churches, the 
Church of England and the Church of Scotland. As conservative 
defenders of British North America, clergy from the established 
churches frequently preached on public occasions such as the open- 
ing of legislature or days of fasting, humiliation, and thanksgiving.» 
In one such venture the Reverend Andrew Brown of the Church 
of Scotland, pastor of the Halifax Protestant Dissenting Church 
during the convulsions of the French Revolution, affirmed that God 
had ordained the present difficulties. Why had God appointed the 
perils of the time? For the cure of ‘gross corruptions . . . disorders 

. and national vices.” What was the place of British North 
America in God’s scheme? ‘’To listen to the voice of Providence and 
learn submission to its appointments.” The people of Halifax had 
special cause for thankfulness, for 


no factions have divided our people, or distracted our government. 
Clubs and cabals are unknown in our settlements. No one has 
dared to accuse another of disaffection. . . . No people were ever 
more highly favoured, or blessed with a better opportunity of 
becoming wise and’good and happy. Let not the kindness of 
Providence plead with us in vain. Enjoying safety in the midst of 
danger, let us observe the dispensations of judgments to other 
lands, and apply the instructions which they deliver to our own 
improvement. Ina particular manner let us beware of the prevailing 
vices which have produced the perils of the time—infidelity, li- 
centiousness, and a spirit of innovation.” 


Nowhere did Brown claim for Nova Scotia divine origin. Nowhere 
did Brown identify the United States with infidelity, licentiousness, 
and innovation. Others did, however, as is exemplified by Canada’s 
first nationalist writer, Judge Thomas Chandler Haliburton. In The 
Clockmaker Haliburton assigns to a Tory Squire the task of deflating 
the quintessential Yankee, Mr. Sam Slick: 


“T think,” said I, “this is a happy country, Mr. Slick. The people 
are fortunately all of one origin; there are no national jealousies to 
divide, and no very violent politics to agitate them. They appear 
to be cheerful and contented, and are a civil, good-natured, hos- 
pitable race. Considering the unsettled state of almost every part 
of the world, I think I would as soon cast my lot in Nova Scotia 
as in any part I know of!””* 


Subsequently Haliburton asserts for Nova Scotia such noble pur- 
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poses as the cause of ‘‘true religion’ and “much larning, piety, 
talent, honour, vartue and refinement.’’” In one passage the ques- 
tion of establishment as a safeguard for the preservation of con- 
servative values becomes explicit. The Reverend Mr. Hopewell re- 
lates to Sam Slick and the Squire the final thoughts of George 
Washington concerning the impiety and blasphemy of excluding 
religious endowment from the Constitution. Says Washington, 


. . we ought to have established a Church, fixed upon some one, 
and called it a national one. Not having done so, nothing short of 
a direct interposition of Providence, which we do not deserve and 
therefore cannot hope for, can save this great country from becom- 
ing a dependency of Rome. .. . O, that we held fast the Church 
that we had!—the Church of our forefathers—the Church of Eng- 
land. It is a pure, noble, apostolical structure, the holiest and the 
best since the days of the Apostles; but we have not, and the 
consequence is too melancholy and too awful to contemplate.” 


Aside from the expression of anti-Catholicism, this excerpt reveals 
Haliburton’s widely held conviction that the United States had failed 
to hold to true religion. Religious toleration had brought into being 
“endless numbers of sects, more or less absurd, according to the 
degree of prejudice that was to be pandered to, discontent soothed 
into complacency, or ignorance extolled into wisdom. . . . Religion 
was thus daily put on and off like a garment.” 

Canada was not altogether free of sectarian ‘‘vanity’’ and ‘‘pre- 
tention,”” but during Canada’s first Great Awakening, between 1776 
and 1809, dissenting Congregational and Baptist preachers articu- 
lated a position which closely resembled that of the Presbyterian 
and Anglican divines. The message of Henry Alline, Joseph Dimock, 
Harris Harding, Edward Manning, and other New Lights went as 
follows: The Lord God had done a mighty work during America’s 
awakening. But the thirteen colonies had fallen upon evil times and 
sunk into chaos. God delivered a remnant to the new promised 
land. Even though a crisis of great severity threatened the people 
of Nova Scotia, they were surrounded by God’s providential care 
and favor. As a result they had a mission to uphold true religion 
in ‘this peaceable corner of the earth.’’ Thus, in his first and longest 
theological treatise the leader of revival, Henry Alline, recited the 
signs of the times: 


The Great Men and Kings of the Earth grown proud and lofty; all 
Manner of Debauchery spreading like a Flood; Stage Plays, Balls 
and Masquerades received as an Indulgence from Heaven; . 

while the Heralds of the Gospel, if any hold forth the Truth, are 
accounted as mad men and Enthusiasts; . . . cursing, swearing and 
blaspheming, not only the language’of Troops and Mariners but 
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also of Towns and Countries and received as expressions of Po- 
liteness; Drunkenness a common Amusement accounted neither 
Sin or Disgrace; the Rich exalted, the Poor trampled in the Dust. 


But, Alline averred, although the “Power of Godliness was 
scarcely to be found on earth” in Nova Scotia God’s people were 
“returning back to the Liberty of the Gospel, and separating from 
the Seats of Anti-Christ.’ Preaching at Liverpool on a day set 
aside for thanksgiving in 1782, Alline assured his hearers that God 
had screened them from the convulsions of the day: ‘“Yea, and 
when we have daily expected the impending cloud, and to share 
in the bitter cup, Heaven’s indulgent hand has interposed and 
averted the blow.’’Alline continued by urging all “to drink of the 
wells of Salvation,” and to proclaim ‘the goodness, the unspeakable 
goodness of God to such a people.” Colonel Simeon Perkins, who 
heard Alline on that occasion, pronounced it ‘’a very good dis- 
course.” Others responded positively to Alline’s message, as in 
1784 when the members of the Maugerville, New Brunswick, Con- 
gregational Church, which Alline visited in 1779, declined to follow 
their minister, Seth Nobel, back to the United States. The loyalists 
explained, 


Are we to throw away the fruits of many years of painful industry 
and leave? . . . the place where God in his providence had smiled 
upon us both in our spiritual and temporal affairs . . . [not] unless 
we could find a place where vice and immorality did not thrive, 
or at least where vital piety did flourish more than here. 


As God's favored children, they remained in Canada to be enkindled 
as a light unto the nations, to be fitted for the great work of trans- 
mitting the power of godliness. 


A Covenanted People 


In addition to the memory of England, early American and Ca- 
nadian identity included the tradition of covenant relationship with 
God. God providentially cared for his people, but his beneficence 
was in some measure conditioned. “It will be a dolefu! thing,’ 
explained William Stoughton in 1670, ‘to be of broken credit with 
the Lord, and for the Lord to pronounce us bankrupts. If we frus- 
trate the Lord’s expectations, he will cut off ours.” This warning 
was a constant theme in New England’s self-understanding,** and 
it found expression in Canada as well. 

The way of God with God’s people was never to abandon them 
but, rather, to teach them divine ways, to deter them from wrong- 
doing, and to spur them on in doing well. In these three purposes 
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of covenant relationship we find counterparts of John Calvin’s un- 
derstanding of the three functions of the law. Indeed, the covenant 
served explicitly to provide pilgrim Christians with a framework of 
moral law by which they might see themselves aright, not through 
human eyes but in the light of Christ’s righteousness. 

The first function of the covenant was pedagogical. It taught 
people what pleases and displeases God by outlining what was 
expected of them and what they might expect of God. Corporately 
early settlers of the Maritime Provinces and the Canadas assumed 
responsibility, through entering into covenants, to walk in the fear 
of the Lord, to watch over one another, to attend to God’s concerns, 
and early to implant in their children a right notion of religion. 
Identification with church and community derived from a strong 
sense of being a people of God with a great debt to God. The 
following record of the founding of the Congregational church at 
Chebogue, Nova Scotia, reveals the role of the covenant in devel- 
oping this sense of peoplehood: 


In the Fall of this Year, (1776) there appeared extraordinary Concern 
and Engagedness on the Minds of some, and there was a Meeting 
set up on the Week Time, for Prayer and religious Conference. 
About this Time also, there was some Persons at Argyle exercised 
with some serious Concern about the Things of Religion. The 
People in Jebogue thus seriously inclined, entered into solemn 
Covenant to walk with God and to watch over one another and 
to carry on the Concerns of the Redeemer’s Kingdom, in about the 
Space of a Year after their first setting up private Meetings; which 
Meetings were always held in the Day Time and at the Houses of 
those that were seriously inclined. The People of Jebogue held 
meetings on the Lord’s Day at this Time, tho’ they were destitute 
of a Minister through all the Summer of this Year.“ 


Naturally, the polity of Baptists, Congregationalists, and Meth- 
odists lent itself to the development of an attitude of obligation in 
the context of church and community. However, Anglicans and 
Presbyterians imbibed the notion of covenant as well. In this in- 
stance, the people expressed their corporate identity through acts 
of confession, repentance, and thanksgiving. The career of Charles 
Inglis, first Church of England bishop of Nova Scotia, provides an 
example. In 1776 Inglis was serving as rector of Trinity Church, 
New York. The revolutionists had appointed a day for public fast- 
ing, prayer, and humiliation. For Inglis this was a timely oppor- 
tunity to rally the loyalist cause: 


I consented to preach that Day, & indeed our Situation made it 
highly prudent; tho a submission so far to an Authority that was 
usurped was exceedingly grating & disagreeable. .. . When the 
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Collects for the King & Royal Family were read, [I expected that] 
I shold be fired at, as Menaces to that Purpose had frequently flung 
out—the Matter however passed over without any Accident. Noth- 
ing of this Kind happened before or since, which made it more 
remarkable. I was afterwards assured that something hostile & 
violent was intended; but He that “‘stills the Raging of the Sea & 
Madness of the People,’”’ overuled their Purpose, whatever it was.“ 


By thus declaring his patriotic convictions and nerving the loyalist 
Yankees, Inglis communicated the shared conviction that God does 
not despise the faithfulness of his chosen instruments nor turn 
away from them in time of need. 

The covenant notion included a legal or deterrent aspect. Quite 
explicitly church covenants specified what constituted right and 
wrong. Members met regularly to discipline delinquents on such 
matters as nonattendance at church, drinking, brawling, dancing, 
sexual misconduct, hypocrisy, slander, or behaving in an unseemly 
manner. Sanctions included admonition and excommunication. To 
cite but one example, the Chebogue covenant discussed earlier 
stated: 


We do also promise that, by the Grace of God, we will oppose all 
Sin and Error wherever they appear, both in our selves and others, 
as far as in us lies; namely, All foolish Talking and Jesting, and 
Wantonness; All vain Disputings about Words and Things that 
gender Strife, and doth not edify to more Godliness; Also vain 
Company-keeping and spending Time idly, at taverns and Tip- 
pling-Houses, or elsewhere; Evil Whispering or Backbiting of any 
Person; also carnel and unnecessary Discourse about Worldly 
Things, especially on the Sabbath Day; Unnecessary forsaking the 
Assembling of our selves together in private convenient Confer- 
ences, and also on the Sabbath Day; and all other Sins whatsoever, 
both of Omission and Commission.“ 


Finally, the sense of being a covenanted people fostered the 
development of what Bishop Strachan called ‘‘a community of re- 
ligious feeling.’’*° Arch defender that he was of England and of its 
national church, Strachan nonetheless became convinced that Brit- 
ain had proved false to its destiny. A remnant of God’s chosen 
people now existed in Canada and had to stand on its own. This 
sentiment found voice particularly in 1812 and 1837-1838, with 
significant consequences for the growth of Canadian nationalism. 
In 1812 Canadian militia repulsing American invaders sang, 


We’re abused and insulted, our country’s degraded 

Our rights are infringed both by land and by sea; 

Let us rouse up indignant, when those rights are invaded, 
And announce to the world, “We're united and free!’’® 
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By 1837 Anglo-Canadian identity was even stronger, as was the 
sense of divine blessing. “Lord, on our side be seen . . . put down 
th’invading band” went the words of additional stanzas of ‘God 
Save the Queen.’’*! The defeat of the insurrection only confirmed 
for John Strachan God’s intent to build up ‘a Christian society 

. in righteousness.” For Baptist editor John W. Maxwell the 
end of rebellion and infidelity signaled God’s expectation that God's 
bounty of grace should “ripen and grow on earth till it make its 
subjects fit and meet beings for that new Earth and those new 
Heavens wherein dwelleth Righteousness.’’™ 


Concluding Reflections 


“Surely we were meant to lead the way to a better pattern of 
life,” observed Nellie McClung in her autobiography The Stream 
Runs Fast. Although she had Canada in mind, she expressed a 
sense of mission and destiny shared alike by Americans, Anglo- 
Canadians and, indeed, French-speaking Canadians. ‘’God’s last 
best country” emphasized Carson J. Cameron, Canadian Baptist 
home missionary, in words strikingly similar to those of Abraham 
Lincoln who described the struggle to preserve the Union as “the 
last, best hope of earth’”” which Americans might ‘‘nobly save or 
meanly lose.’’® 

McClung, Cameron, and Lincoln identified their native lands 
with God’s providential care and brought to consciousness what 
Canadians and Americans have virtually always believed—that re- 
ligion is the soul of the two nations. The constraint of space pre- 
cludes further discussion of the theme, but we may observe that 
American and Canadian data reveal strikingly similar use of reli- 
gious images to express the congruence of religion and nationalism. 

Winthrop Hudson and others have documented that propagand- 
ists forged American identity through their claim that the United 
States had become, by default, the heir of England as the trustee 
of God's intentions for all people, a claim illustrated by the titles of 
scholarly narratives, for example, The Kingdom of God in Americu, 
Redeemer Nation, Righteous Empire, and A Christian America. In sim- 
ilar manner scholars have highlighted the theme as it has found 
expression in Canada.” Further analysis using Hudson’s additional 
categories (‘a free people,”’ “this mighty empire,”” and “the reno- 
vation of the world”) would simply strengthen the case that from 
colonial times on, Anglo-Canadians, like their counterparts in the 
United States, understood their mission as one of extending every- 
where the glory of God. 

Winthrop Hudson stands at the end of one line of interpretation 
of religion in the United States. As such, he has helped to clarify 
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the collapse of a discredited vision. At the same time, Hudson has 
reflected deeply on what an apt paradigm might be for “post-Prot- 
estant America.’”’ His categories of analysis may prove durable in 
a manner that does not seem likely for Robert Bellah’s civil religion 
proposal. Of course, in many areas Canadians have followed but 
a few steps behind the lead of Americans, which might suggest 
that, in a generation, the existence of Canadian civil religion will 
appear more plausible than at present. This seems unlikely, how- 
ever, because the collapse of the old vision did not occur in Canada 
in quite the same way as it did in the United States. Anglo-Cana- 
dians institutionalized the dream through the creation of three po- 
litical parties, including a genuine socialist alternative for Canada, 
the organic union of three Protestant denominations and political 
initiatives which continue to differentiate Canada and the United 
States.** However similar the two expressions of religion and na- 
tionalism may appear, there are significant differences which bode 
well for Canada. To cite but one example, whereas from the start 
the United States created legal barriers to separate church and state, 
religion and politics have tended to fuse dangerously into ideology. 
By contrast, Canada rejected formal church establishment without 
driving a wall between church and state. In consequence, religion 
has been in a favorable position to voice prophetic judgment upon 
the nation while at the-same time to engage creatively in the cor- 
porate life of the nation. 
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ig oo would agree that early Christian piety was apolitical. ‘““Na- 
tions’”’ might reawaken and carve up idiosyncratically the ter- 
ritories accumulated by Rome, but the new religion was principally 
concerned with an everlasting kingdom. David's throne now be- 
longed to a messiah who had no particular quarrel with the empire. 
An interested eye might watch at the peephole as jurisdictions 
expanded or collapsed, but pagan authorities need not have taken 
the more basic political indifference of the earliest Christians as a 
direct challenge to their own legitimacy. The authorities were feared 
and, for the most part, obeyed as instruments of God’s chastening. 

Rather suddenly in the fourth century political authorities culti- 
vated a special interest in Christianity. Their attention was repaid 
in kind, and the story of Christianity’s “civil religiosity,’ as R. Bruce 
Douglass tells it, began. ( 


This was not ... a simple return to civil religion in the earlier 
sense [the “integrative civic cults of the ancient Mediterranean 
world’’]. With the exception of the enthusiasts in the fourth century 
who equated the Christianization of the empire with the dawning 
of the kingdom of God, a distinction was maintained between civil 
affairs and the ultimate purposes of religion. Even in a perfectly 
Christianized society, believers would be looking beyond this 
world to the next. .. . On the other hand, the state, by virtue of 
becoming an instrument for the Christianization of society, was 
clearly elevated to a higher status. At least a partial redivinization 
[of politics] was taking place.’ 


Sorting through the literature of late antiquity and accepted no- 
tions of the relationship between Christianity and culture, one could 
surely collect a bushel of qualifications to add to Douglass's few. 
But he does not remain long in the fourth century, and neither shall 
we. His chief concern is that relatively recent concentration on 
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“private religion” imperils civil religion and, with it, the prospect 
that Christianity can creatively contribute to the structuring of the 
public realm. Douglass deplores the return to indifference. Yet those 
who have advocated alternatives have not always been circumspect. 
The sense that political authority somehow mediates God’s grace 
and will, central to civil religion, has too frequently been transmuted 
into an idolatrous veneration of political leadership or ideology. 
More to the point here, historians can be less than discreet in 
selecting models for the reforming of the political climate or for the 
structuring of political culture in the history of religious commu- 
nities. 

Douglass has gone a considerable way toward the identification 
of wholesome:civil religion. He formulates two standards that the- 
oretically eliminate the possibility that tyranny and idolatry will be 
mistaken for legitimate offspring of properly “‘divinized’’ politics. 
Civil religion, according to Douglass, must countenance the ‘‘rela- 
tivization of political society,’’ which prohibits the state from be- 
coming the absolute authority in questions of value. Civil religion 
must also allow for ‘the higher forms of religion to which it is 
subordinate.”’? The second standard is simply the more positive 
side of the first. Together they encourage religion’s direct involve- 
ment in political culture insofar as that involvement produces lim- 
itations, beyond which reverence for political society will not pass, 
and provisions for a healthy religious pluralism. Here the historian 
of religions is set the task of finding and evaluating precedents. 

It has become important for historians to illustrate, enlighten, 
and correct the conversations generated by interest in civil religion, 
and no one is more welcome into those conversations than Win- 
throp Hudson. The expanse of his knowledge of ‘narrow nation- 
alism” charged with religious purpose on both sides of the Atlantic 
is unrivaled.* His own assessment of fast days, religious faith, and 
political culture is exemplary. Fasts were proclaimed by the Con- 
tinental Congress during the United States’ War of Independence 
in order to remind constituents of the conditional character of God’s 
favor. As rituals of repentance and rededication, they did not in- 
volve fundamental reappraisals of the nation’s special place in God's 
plan for history. But they are memorials to the sober recognition of 
the limits of political culture. Perhaps fast days are best packed 
away with the rest of Western democracies’ and civil religion’s 
jJuvenilia. For, as Hudson notes, days of national humiliation tend 
now to contuse rather than inspire citizens. Nostalgia, however, is 
pardonable. Western democracies stormed the nineteenth century 
and appear to stumble through the twentieth, confident in their 
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election, by history if not by God, but without a concomitant sense 
of accountability. 

It is not only nostalgia and idle curiosity but also a diligent search 
for the Western religious contributions to the ordering of democratic 
ideas and institutions that send students of civil religion, armed 
with Durkheim, Weber, and Bellah, through Win Hudson’s histo- 
ries. Hudson’s work, quite independent of the theorists of civil 
religion, nevertheless continues to make points, disclose positions, 
and rediscover rituals significant for the discussion of religion and 
politics.5 At the other extreme, historians of Christianity are trans- 
parently apologetic, ‘pointing to [specific denominations’] sup- 
posed unique contribution to the inculcation of the holiness and 
good morals assumed necessary for the being of free institutions.’’* 
Beyond certain circles, dramaturgy of this kind seldom passes as 
history. But between these two extremes, historians forage for clues 
that would connect religious ideas and customs with the discipline 
of democracy and the political culture of the purportedly free world. 
Generous attention has been given to the origins of sectarian Prot- 
estantism. Historians who frankly and intelligently acknowledge 
that the structuring of the political order was and remains a religious 
problem cannot help, it seems, being fascinated by sixteenth-cen- 
tury dissidents who plainly challenged their own premise and there- 
by disputed the canons of civil religion. This fascination is the 
subject of what follows. 


It took little to force the hand of Lord Acton. His pride in the 
political climate of Victorian England and especially in the consti- 
tutional establishment of the twin principles of political and religious 
liberty poured at the slightest provocation into his various chronicles 
of other times and places. Provocation was usually provided by the 
past’s immoralities and by power’s intolerance of dissent. Acton let 
loose on all this the Victorian conscience, so central to his under- 
standing of national identity and, derivatively, so significant in his 
reconstruction of the European and North American experiences 
with liberty and liberalism. This, of course, is the point of Herbert 
Butterfield’s criticism in The Whig Interpretation of History. Authori- 
zation is not wanting there for additional studies of the explanatory 
value of Victorian ideals, which may be found at every turn in 
Acton’s narratives and which nearly compelled him to write a com- 
pendious history of liberty. That formidable undertaking, had Acton 
completed it, would surely have become an impressive hymn of 
historical science to the political discipline and liberalism of nine- 
teenth-century England. Only tentatively drafted in essays and 
notes, the project nevertheless features one theme that credits the 
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contention that ostensibly liberal and pluralist societies looked be- 
hind progressive political theories of the Enlightenment for the 
genesis of the principles of their political culture and national iden- 
tity. 

eee failure to complete his promised history of liberty sea- 
sonally raises crops of conjectures that regularly settle back into the 
soil to prepare it for the next season’s speculations. The observation 
that survives successive seasons and bears directly both on Acton’s 
reluctance and on my present concern is that history was full of 
betrayals, more scandalous for Acton as he learned more about 
them. For every 1789 there was an inevitable 1794. The calendar 
simply worked against history’s idealists and religious ideals. The 
phrase “1794 against 1789’’ was Acton’s epitaph for the Diet of 
Speyer, which unalterably reversed the early development of six- 
teenth-century protests.” Protestantism arose spontaneously, ac- 
cording to Acton, to vindicate the offended conscience of Western 
Europe. Dissent coalesced around the demand for religious liberty, 
but rapidly “systems of government” developed ‘externally, by 
accident’” to manage and to restrain the freedoms claimed and 
substantially acquired.® Religious dissidents slipped into unholy 
alliances with unprincipled politicians. The last representatives of 
Protestantism’s purest ideals, the sectarians or Anabaptists, were 
condemned in 1529 at Speyer, and the betrayal, in Acton’s judg- 
ment, was completed.? 

Speyer’s condemnations were to be expected. The violence of 
incipient Protestantism’s response to peasants, who recklessly 
coaxed social and political consequences from the soteriological 
promises of the Reformation, threw Luther and other culturally 
conservative reformers into the arms of princes and magistrates 
where their religious protests were cradled for generations. Acton 
believed that Luther’s ‘tremendous vengeance” against the peas- 
ants impaired his ability to find and follow the logic of his own 
ideals in the discipline and discipleship of sectarian Protestantism. 
Troubled by the failure of evangelicals to achieve a Protestant con- 
sensus and to carry Catholicism, as well as by personal failures to 
control the very process of reformation, reformers appeared to 
Acton to have turned on their would-be progeny and to have en- 
listed the governments’ cooperation in a wave of persecutions. The 
awesome amalgam of religious reformation and national or, more 
appropriately, territorial interest nearly eliminated privileges of con- 
science in the sixteenth century. The sectarians or Anabaptists, 
however, stubbornly survived. Acton was convinced that they safe- 
guarded the ideal of religious liberty and escorted it to England and 
North America where by the nineteeth century it had been en- 
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shrined in political constitutions, which conceivably the heroic sec- 
tarians, as Acton understood them, would have accepted as the 
culmination of their efforts.° 

Although trained by and tremendously fond of his German col- 
leagues, Acton was remarkably preoccupied with English liberal- 
ism." In church politics he was closer to Strossmayer and Déllinger 
than to Manning; yet he suggested that the pope immigrate to 
England where “‘the rulers of the church. . . would become familiar 
with the spectacle of a free and tolerant community, in the light of 
whose example they would perceive the benefits which liberty con- 
fers on religion and learn to distinguish the dross from the ore in 
systems and professions of freedom.”? In England, according to 
Acton, the advanced ideas of sixteenth-century sectarians became 
“the common property of mankind.” ‘Detached from their theo- 
logical root,’ Anabaptists’ endorsements of the freedom of con- 
science “became the creed of a party.’’? What is involved in this 
trip through centuries and across the English Channel, however, 
is more than deracination and development. Acton’s connections 
between the Anabaptists huddled unwanted in communities and 
the accepted ideals of great nations somewhat distorted sectarian 
piety and exaggerated the legacy of religious separatism. Limited 
by the unavailability of trustworthy sources, Acton’s understanding 
of sixteenth-century sectarian Protestantism was lamentably flawed. 
He could hardly have relied on his teachers who, he remarked in 
mildly judgmental notes, sibi consulantes, had been predominantly 
concerned to rehearse the Reformation’s various reformulations of 
soteriology.'* Had Acton been better informed, he would not have 
represented the Anabaptists’ “crime” in the sixteenth century and 
their gift to the nineteenth as the dream that “two religions could 
coexist in the same place.’’ 

Largely to Franklin Littell we owe that better information. Doc- 
uments and fresh interpretations surfaced as a result of his research 
during the last few decades and notably advanced contemporary 
understanding of sixteenth-century sectarian Protestantism as a 
phenomenon constituted by distinct and often unrelated fellow- 
ships, more vivid as a “system” or radical, alternative reformation 
today than it was in its own century. Separatism was a common 
and “‘dominant” theme, according to Littell, a political posture that 
united, in some measure, otherwise disparate communities of dis- 
senters. Littell, however, not only reported and documented this 
“dominant” theme, but he also wanted to make these separatists 
ancestors and progenitors of the ideals associated with the political 
cultures of Western democracies. This required him to minimize 
sixteenth-century sectarians’ hostility toward the political cultures 
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from which they withdrew. The effect of Littell’s work has been to 
subject the strategy of separation to close and continuing reeval- 
uation,'* but Littell himself, like Acton, was riveted to the corre- 
spondences between the apparent liberalism of the sixteenth-cen- 
tury religious separatists and the political liberalism deemed nec- 
essary to keep democracy disciplined and yet responsive to mature 
dissent. 

Littell consequently was prepared to think of the ‘appalling 
chasm between Christ and culture’’ opened by Anabaptists prin- 
cipally as a result of persecution, as a ‘‘Manichaean aberration” 
with little theological standing.'” What is lost in all this is the rather 
significant observation that the essentially dualist faith that braced 
sectarian ‘‘democracy” and discipline, a spiritualism inseparable 
from separatism, as it were, prohibited the extension of sectarian 
ideals into political culture. Precisely this extension, however, was 
what Littell has had in mind, notwithstanding the apparent incom- 
patibility of sectarian Protestantism and civil religion. Littell was 
especially taken with the way sectarians, freed from the steady 
hand or strong arm of prince and consistory, “talked up’”’ discipline 
among, and binding upon, all members of their communities. Sim- 
ilarity between this and the ‘open forum” model of democracy and 
the town meeting was not lost on Littell. By analogy, he claimed, 
sectarian ideals and the political culture of democracy could be 
related and the second alleged as a beneficiary of the first.'* Clearly 
he was not insensitive to the provision that sectarian discipline 
presumed discipleship, that is, a uniform, spiritual, and voluntary 
reconciliation to divine will. Political culture, however, achieves 
only a reconciliation or harmonization of wills, at best, through 
arbitration and compromise. Furthermore, it would be questionable 
whether a ‘‘mixed” assembly of believers and non-believers could 
expect the spiritual guidance upon which Anabaptist consent and 
consensus depended. But Littell surmounted these obstacles with 
a serene confidence that faith in democracy virtually replaced the 
sectarian faith in spiritual presence as the guarantor of a happy 
resolve and of a unanimous consent to the outcome of delibera- 
tions.” 

Itis not surprising that during the chaotic period in which national 
identity and national purpose were seriously challenged in the 
United States, Franklin Littell was observed “vigorously promoting 
the Anabaptist cause, itinerating across the country with a gospel 
of the contemporary relevance of Anabaptist beliefs like a latter-day 
circuit rider.”’*’ But as revelations of official misconduct increasingly 
tarnished the reputation of the discipline of democracy in the last 
decade, Littell noted ‘’a special pathos in remembering that for a 
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great many early American Christians the New World was the place 
where the promises of the New Age, the Age of the Spirit, were to 
be actualized.” The extent to which Littell himself transported that 
expectation into the twentieth century with his adaptation of sec- 
tarian spirituality to political culture may be disputed.” But one 
result of his efforts, and of Acton’s earlier invocation of the notion 
of development to couple sixteenth-century separatism with con- 
stitutional guarantees and Whig policies in Victorian England, has 
been to endorse a civic piety that amounts to the very compound 
of religious ideals, political process, and national identity deplored 
in their time by all sectarians. 


The point at issue is the place of separatism in sectarian life and 
thought. If the sectarians pioneered the concept of religious plu- 
ralism and desired only peaceful coexistence, separation from the 
community and enmity toward it must have been forced upon 
them. This is surely Acton’s sense of the matter, and presumably 
it is what Littell means when he proposes that Anabaptist hostility 
was not “fixed” in its theological foundations. But the sectarian 
withdrawal from political culture should be construed differently. 
Anabaptist ecclesiology structured the world of belief as a church 
of the few saints called from the world of unbelief represented by 
the many churches of Europe acclimated to the conventions and 
conceits of the political culture symbolized by ‘the sword.”? Re- 
ligions that subscribed to the idea that a municipality or nation 
could be “baptized” were altogether discredited.*? Sectarians an- 
gered Protestants and Catholics alike, not with petitions for toler- 
ance and coexistence but by their direct challenge to the developing 
relationships between church and town council, between religious 
ideals and political culture. Predictably the sectarians were consid- 
ered impious, staatsgefiéhrlich, and they were hounded as political 
and religious subversives. 

Responding for the sectarians, Leupold Scharnschlager urged 
solidarity and defiance of efforts to set religious conformity as a 
standard for municipal or national identity. His Admonition and 
“war cry” (Fechtgeschrei) inflexibly prohibited all commerce with 
political culture. Scharnschlager judged that Christian love departed 
from persons who endeavored to enrich themselves or to provide 
for their families in the marketplace. He believed the purchase of 
a house and the act of adultery to be equally criminal, and this 
startling equation is emblematic of the Admonition’s starched refusal 
to sanction breaks in sectarian discipline.** The intrigues of political 
culture brought members of Christ into contact with Satan’s chil- 
dren. Scharnschlager therefore held that the distinction between 
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the worlds of belief and unbelief must be absolute.* The puritan 
prohibitions that evolved from this distinction were issued from 
exile and to other ostracized and disinherited dissidents, but the 
distinction itself was formulated in concert with Pilgram Marpeck 
when Scharnschlager and Marpeck were at the center of a party of 
moderate sectarians in one of Reformation Europe’s most tolerant 
cities. 

Strategies for the evangelical reform of Strasbourg were under 
consideration when peasant rebellions erupted in Alsace in 1524 
and 1525. The rather sudden social and political adaptation of the 
concept of Christian liberty must have shaken the aristocratically 
dominated republic, for the Reichskammergericht provisionally halted 
further innovations.” The mass was not eliminated until 1529. But 
Martin Bucet probably enjoyed greater support than is at first ap- 
parent from city officials who were eager to avoid social upheaval.” 
He was successful against the sectarians, who were initially pros- 
cribed in 1527.28 Within six months a fresh message from the Rat 
notified members of their duty to bring sectarians to punishment.” 
Still, it was not until 1533 that Bucer was able to call a synod and 
effectively to expel from the city what remained of the Anabaptist 
leadership.*° Marpeck and Scharnschlager were among the last to 
leave. 

Sectarians had flocked to Strasbourg, and Bucer and his allies 
were compelled to deal with some of their most articulate spokes- 
men, inter alia, Hans Denck, Melchior Hofmann, Michael Sattler, 
Sebastian Franck, and Caspar Schwenckfeld.*'! But even as Bucer 
pressed for consensus among Protestant clergy and for cooperation 
from the government, the sectarians fought among themselves. 
Marpeck and Scharnschlager occupied the middle ground between 
the belligerent Hofmann, who named Scharnschlager as one of his 
principal opponents, and Schwenckfeld, who was rebuked by 
Scharnschlager, gently yet at great length, for his advocacy of a 
new beginning in Christ that did away with all familiar religious 
forms. Meanwhile Bucer’s progress went unchecked. His colleague 
Wolfgang Capito took an increasingly more active part in identifying 
and maintaining the points of tension between sectarian Protes- 
tantism and the emerging religious consensus of the urban republic. 
Capito’s Belehrung von Eidverweigerern contended that the Scripture 
did not forbid political oaths that annually reaffirmed support of 
and participation in the civic order.** Bucer earlier made the ad- 
mission that the city was ruled by a ‘‘Christian authority,’’ some- 
thing of a test for loyalty.* His principle that the exercise of political 
authority was not per se impious (oberkeyt nit wider got) could not 
have found greater favor among the magistrates and greater op- 
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position among even the moderate sectarians had it been fashioned 
for these purposes.*> When Marpeck volunteered the objection that 
the church was not of the world (nicht von diser wellt),° Bucer was 
quick to remind him that the church “nevertheless lives in the world 
and must truly take account of the needs of this life, foremost 
among which is authority.” 

The next round in the debate on this matter belonged to 
Scharnschlager, who was summoned in 1534 to account for his 
beliefs.* He complained, with some irony, that he was unable to 
determine whether his summons came from Christians who were 
disposed to correct him or from magistrates who, als weltlichs swerdt, 
were inclined to punish him.” Of course, he realized that the issue 
had been settled. His implication, that the two functions were 
incompatible, was trumpeted at the conclusion of his ‘farewell 
address” as a blaring protest against the council’s abrogation of the 
“blessed distinction” (holdselige unnderscheid) between the powers 
of the church and those of the unconverted world.* Scharnschlager 
was utterly convinced that the intrigues of political culture rendered 
impossible unconditional discipleship to Christ. Liberation from po- 
litical culture therefore was unquestionably preferable to liberty in it.1 The 
obligations of “Christian citizenship’’ placed the Christian (der chris- 
ten Biirgerschaft) in unflinching opposition to efforts to inspire mu- 
nicipal identity.” 

“Christian citizen’’ was a popular formula among the moderate 
sectarians and it reflected a widespread sentiment among Anabap- 
tists. Echoing Philippians 3:20, the notion of heavenly citizenship 
implied that the Christian was but a pilgrim on earth. For Scharn- 
schlager’s friend, Marpeck, and for their predecessor in Strasbourg, 
Michael Sattler, this implication meant simply that the “citizen” of 
heaven had no claim to the privileges of power.*® Sattler, it seemed 
for a short while, might be persuaded to compromise with Bucer 
and Capito.“ His sincerity earned their respect, as Capito reported, 
and the city’s reformers made no haste to proceed against his 
errors.** Sattler, however, showed no indication of relinquishing 
his “Christian citizenship’ and of moderating his uncooperative 
position, and he rapidly became known among evangelical Prot- 
estants as the most obstinate of their sectarian competitors (omnium 
pertinacissimus).* All that mattered to Sattler was discipleship to 
Christ, which required uncompromising dedication to the formation 
of a sinless community.” Capito understood this as “the genesis of 
a new monasticism” (ein anfang einer newen moncherey), and he was 
not far wrong.* Certainly the articles Sattler composed in 1527 
prefigured Scharnschlager’s “blessed distinction” and probably car- 
ried the point to its extreme. Because he believed that Christ and 
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his kingdom were despised in the world and especially betrayed 
by the closely coordinated strokes intended to shape simultaneously 
municipal and religious identity, he was convinced that Satan had 
overtaken the Strasbourg reform. He announced as he left the city 
that ‘‘there is nothing common between Christ and Satan.” 

While Sattler’s dualism found expression in the literature of the 
moderate sectarians and the absolute distinction between “Christian 
citizenship” and citizenship in the urban republic was a common- 
place there among Strasbourg Anabaptists, Bucer and Capito be- 
came satisfied that the responsibilities of dual citizenship were man- 
ageable. What John Yoder branded as the Staatsoptimismus of these 
and other municipal reformers orbited initially around the suppo- 
sition that the political culture could and should secure the ideal of 
religious liberty and protect dissenters from the vengeance of the 
pope and his imperial allies. Optimism cracked in places, and yet 
it appears as if the security of the Reformation’s apparent gains 
against internal disruptions made the alliance between church and 
government ever more necessary.” By 1535, Strasbourg’s council 
proudly wore the cloak designed for it by Bucer: “We plead guilty 
and acknowledge ourselves a Christian authority.” 

The charge, unspoken here, was repeatedly registered by sectar- 
ians as they filed from the city. Authority could not, from their 
perspective, claim to be Christian, for, whether for purposes of 
protest or public order, the coercion of conscience practiced by 
authority in its various attempts to associate municipal or regional 
identity with religious conformity debarred political culture from 
that set of ponderables that may be dignified by the adjective ““Chris- 
tian.’ For the sectarians, of course, this was much more than se- 
mantic gamesmanship. Coercion, whether in policies devised to rid 
municipalities of religious dissent or in the baptism of unconsenting 
infants, was the special mark of Satan’s presence. Bucer attacked 
the notion that infant baptism was a species of coercion.” He could 
hardly deny, however, that coercive measures were part of his plan 
to clear Strasbourg of dissidents.* Sectarians were forced either to 
conform to the developing religious consensus of the urban republic 
or to embrace the political consequences of their dualism and to 
quit the city. 

Strasbourg’s de facto experiment with religious pluralism ended 
with the synod of 1533. After it adjourned, Protestant preachers 
petitioned the city fathers for the removal of persons ‘convicted’ 
during the inquiries and yet remaining within the city.** Scharn- 
schlager conjectured that if roles were reversed, his accusers, 
though then a minority, would have continued to enjoy the city’s 
hospitality.°* It would be a mistake, however, to place great weight 
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on this admirable position and to suggest that the logic of sectarian 
dualism, if pursued in political culture, could somehow have be- 
come the basis for religious pluralism.* Scharnschlager’s gesture 
was based on Anabaptist abhorrence of force. The sectarians’ influ- 
ence was necessarily restricted, but their absolute demands for 
discipleship and their adaptation of the politically charged concept 
of citizenship prompt a suspicion that they might have become as 
imperious as magisterial reformers who claimed the privilege of 
establishing a comprehensive pastoral ministry for the civic com- 
munity and who subsequently became politically privileged. In- 
stead, sectarian Protestantism claimed the ‘‘privilege’’ of the per- 
secuted, that is, what A. D. Lindsay once called ‘the natural ex- 
clusiveness of a small group” and ‘the never-ending audacity of 
elected-persons.”’*” This reflected not simply the hardship of exile 
and homelessness but, more to the point, the rigid dualism that 
tempted such a fate as well. 

Strasbourg, at its most tolerant stage, conformed with Douglass’s 
standards for civil religion. But slowly Bucer and then Capito im- 
pressed upon the government the grave political dangers of reli- 
gious dissent. Their targets, the sectarian Protestants, proved to be 
the test that the city’s permissiveness and pluralism ultimately could 
not pass, and the leading Anabaptists, who had flocked there, were 
gone by 1534. But these victims must not be transformed into the 
pioneers of religious pluralism. Defiance of political authority, de- 
spite Acton’s insistence to the contrary, was not essentially an 
assertion of the right of different religions to coexist. Sectarian 
resistance to religious conformity and the consequent ostracism of 
Anabaptists were results of the dualism at the very heart of their 
religious identity. Littell’s efforts to rehabilitate contemporary po- 
litical culture and to manage its pluralism by reconstituting sectarian 
discipline as a paradigm for political life strike at that heart and 
tame the sectarians’ reckless refusal to meddle in politics. Pluralism 
is not implicit in Anabaptist dualism. It is the square peg to the 
sixteenth-century sectarians’ round hole, and no amount of well- 
intentioned hammering will produce a tidy fit. But pluralism is the 
central affirmation of Western democracies’ political cultures, and 
thus the great challenge of civil religion, as Douglass correctly sur- 
mises, is to endorse and encourage religious pluralism as well as 
to structure political culture as a mediator of divine grace. The 
experiences of dissenters in municipalities like Strasbourg are re- 
plete with lessons for the historian of civil religion. But sectarian 
Protestantism is an ill-chosen model. 
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Were the Earliest 
English Baptists Anabaptists? 


Joseph D. Ban 


Migsous historians have explored the possible connections be- 
tween English Baptist beginnings and the Continental Anabap- 
tist movements. Winthrop S. Hudson made a significant contri- 
bution to the discussion with two related articles. Hudson stated 
his argument succinctly: “Actually the Baptists and the Anabaptists 
represent two diverse and quite dissimilar Christian traditions.””! 
He began the second article: “If the early Baptists were clear about 
any one thing, they were clear in their insistence that they were 
not to be confused with the Anabaptists.’’? Both the General Baptists 
in their confessions of 1611 and 1660 and the Particular Baptists in 
1644 and 1646 insisted they were not Anabaptists. 

Hudson presented five arguments to make his case that the “Bap- 
tists were not Anabgptists.” First, he argued, the early Baptists 
firmly rejected “the distinctive features of Anabaptist life and 
thought.”” The unacceptable life aspects included ‘‘the Anabaptist 
opposition to civil magistracy, the holding of public office, military 
service, oaths, and going to court.’ The Baptists adopted the West- 
minster Confession as the base for their theological position. Sec- 
ondly, the greater number of “early Baptists had been Congrega- 
tionalists” before becoming Baptists. Hudson saw the Baptists as 
a distinct group in the lay movement in English Puritanism. Thirdly, 
the influence of Anabaptists is not necessary in order to account 
for the adoption of believer’s baptism by the Baptists. Fourthly, 
there was John Smyth’s own career. Smyth first baptized himself 
and then others in what Smyth called “true Christian Apostolic 
baptism.” Smyth’s contact with the Dutch Mennonites followed 
that decisive act. Hudson pointed out the sizable barrier language 
created between the Dutch and the English congregations. Fifth, 
the ‘more temperate and judicious” of the opponents of the early 
Baptists did recognize that the charges of being Anabaptist were 
unfounded.* Hudson claimed the English Baptists to be the “‘left- 
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wing of the Puritan movement.” The Baptists diverged from the 
Anabaptists on central theological issues. Baptists affirmed the doc- 
trine of justification as in the Reformed tradition. The Anabaptists 
insisted that salvation came by ‘‘cognition” or “knowledge” derived 
from the Scriptures. While the Baptists affirmed the Calvinistic 
doctrine of original sin, the Anabaptists rejected the notion. The 
Baptist attitude toward state and society was positive and affirming, 
while the Anabaptists ‘“emphasized separation from and indiffer- 
ence to the world.’” Hudson described the Anabaptists as biblical 
literalists prone to idolize the written Word ‘‘whereas the Helwys 
Confession of 1611 in good Reformed style spoke of the Bible as 
‘containing’ the Word of God.’’4 

The search for authentic roots is needed, contended Hudson, in 
order that Baptists might more clearly appreciate just who they are. 
Significant differences exist between the Reformed and the Ana- 
baptist traditions. The way a community of believers expresses its 
Christian faith has an impact not only upon how it organizes its life 
and conducts its worship but also upon how it relates to the larger 
society around it in both political and economic matters. 

Hudson’s twin articles have served as a benchmark for discus- 
sions of the possible relationship of the Continental Anabaptist 
movements to English Baptist origins. The earliest reactor, Ernest 
Payne, insisted that Hudson had not done justice to the complex 
nature of the Anabaptist movement in Europe. Payne also drew 
attention to the question of geography. ‘’Can it really have been 
accidental that the first gathered churches appeared in Kent and 
East Anglia where in the middle of the sixteenth century there were 
colonies of Dutch refugees, some of whom are known to have been 
Anabaptists?” Payne also took issue regarding the influence of the 
Dutch Mennonites upon Smyth and Helwys. Payne’s article was 
weakened by statements such as ‘By implication Dr. Hudson ap- 
pears to be denying all similarity or connection.’” Payne plainly 
argued that similarity implies connection, as in his statement that 
“what was common to almost all the left-wing groups was a belief 
ina gathered church of believers, a repudiation of infant baptism, 
and a claim for toleration and freedom of conscience.’’* 

The Hudson articles represent the English separatist tradition 
among historians discussing the origins of English Baptists. Payne's 
arguments indicate an opposite tradition that finds a “spiritual 
kinship” between the Continental Anabaptists and Baptist roots in 
England. These two positions define the polarities of a controversy 
that has continued. . 

This chapter considers more recent developments in the ongoing 
discussion. Attention will be given to various books and scholarly 
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articles that bear upon the Baptist-Anabaptist question. A recent 
scholarly attempt to replace Champlin Burrage’s classic interpre- 
tation will be analyzed in some detail. 

Lonnie Kliever has provided significant support for Hudson’s 
thesis that the General Baptists arose as ‘‘a left-ward movement of 
Puritanism and a logical extension of Separatism.’’ Kliever found 
the views of early Separatist Robert Browne on the church and 
society to be “‘significantly different from main-line Continental 
Anabaptism in any of its expressions.” Kliever examined basic doc- 
trines and found that Helwys and the General Baptists in England 
“stood in a completely different theological tradition from the Wa- 
terlanders.’’6 

Using the confessions hammered out in the debates that led to 
the Smyth-Helwys split, Kliever concluded that the distinctives of 
the Géneral Baptists, their rejection of infant baptism, their insist- 
ence that baptism was for believers only, their gathering of a ‘‘visible 
church on the basis of a believer’s baptism,” their Arminian mod- 
ification of Calvinism and their concerns for religious liberty all 
grew out of “influences and resources” already present within their 
English Separatist roots.” The results of Kliever’s researches led him 
to conclude: 


Every distinctive Mennonite doctrine which Smyth included in 
either of his confessions of 1609 or 1612 was countered by Helwys— 
the doctrines concerning rejection of original sin, freedom of will, 
analytic view of justification, Hofmannite Christology, the partic- 
ular concept of the ‘gathered church,” the ministry and its exclu- 
sive powers, the severity of discipline, the precedence of the New 
Testament over the Old, and the believer's relation to government, 
war and oathtaking.® 


In order to compare theological doctrines of Baptists and Ana- 
baptists, it is necessary to find comparable items. To date, no evi- 
dence of a theological statement from sixteenth-century English 
Baptists has been uncovered. In this regard, Kliever cautioned that 
the critical problem in making comparative judgment was ‘‘ascer- 
taining just what the Anabaptist views in England were” at that 
time. He warns against reading back into that period concepts based 
upon a later, mature Anabaptism. He also noted the distortions 
that arose ‘from the opposition’s then-current understanding of 
Anabaptism.’’? 

Two independent Baptist traditions existed in seventeenth-cen- 
tury England. The earliest churches, founded by Helwys and his 
successors, were General Baptists. Arminian in theology (a modified 
Calvinism), they believed in ‘general election, universal atonement, 
and falling from grace; some of them denied original sin and upheld 
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free will.” A later group developed out of the congregation led 
first by Henry Jacob, then John Lathrop, followed by Henry Jessey." 
Because of their stricter Calvinist doctrine, these churches became 
known as Particular Baptists. Their beliefs included “personal or 
particular election, particular or limited atonement, bondage of the 
will, and perseverance of the saints.” Hugh Wamble notes that the 
two groups differed chiefly over “their views of atonement.” ” 

For the General Baptists we have key theological statements such 
as Helwys’s An Advertisement or Admonition unto the Congregation 
that provides his theological views that arose from his controversy 
with Smyth. For the Particular Baptists we have the Confession of 
1644 and its successors. There is no comparable English Anabaptist 
theological statement. 

The first of seven articles in the Swiss Mennonite ‘’Schleitheim 
Confession,” adopted in early 1527, deals with baptism “. . . which 
is to be given only to ‘those who have learned repentance and 
amendment of life ... and ... who walk in the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ.’ 4 This statement discloses a significant difference in 
the Anabaptist and Baptist understanding of baptism. In the Par- 
ticular Baptist Confession of 1644, baptism was to be administered 
after “profession of faith of the gospel.”” Such a requirement clearly 
lacks the Anabaptist emphasis upon “‘those who have learned re- 
pentance and amendment of life.’’ The latter phrase communicates 
an important difference that emerged between the Continental 
Anabaptists and the earlier Reformers. Hans J. Hillerbrand describes 
the difference: 

In place of Luther’s evangelical discovery that man is justified 
by faith in Christ’s work of redemption, the Anabaptists suggested 
that God through Christ will forgive those who in humility and 
obedience imitate Christ’s suffering. Man becomes aware of his 
sinful nature, repents of his sins, and is forgiven through a com- 
mitment to be Christ’s disciple. It is the integral place of this additional 
commitment which marks the distinctive feature of the Anabaptist 
view.'> 

Similarly, while some have sought a connection between the way 
the Anabaptists employed excommunication and the way the Sep- 
aratists and the early Baptists made use of discipline, the latter 
usage is traced directly to the Genevan Reformer. As Francois Wen- 
del comments: “Now in Calvin's eyes the right to excommunicate 
was the cornerstone of his whole system of ecclesiastical disci- 
pline.’’'* Nor is it reasonable to attempt to correlate English Baptist 
beliefs with such Schleitheim articles as these: (4) separation from 
the world, including participation in civic affairs; (6) the sword, its 
use in self-defense or in military affairs, was forbidden; (7) oaths 
were not to be taken.’ With each such article, major differences 
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appear between the practice of English Baptists and their Conti- 
nental counterparts. 

B. R. White is the leading contemporary Baptist historian re- 
searching and writing about early English Baptists. His work The 
English Separatist Tradition offers a careful analysis of the original 
sources. White demonstrates that Separatists arose independently 
of any Anabaptist influences. White concluded that ‘evidence of 
anything approaching direct influence from Anabaptism upon the 
English Separatists before John Smyth arrived in Amsterdam ap- 
pears to be completely lacking.’’'* Drawing upon primary sources, 
White shows that the English Separatists, while yet in England, 
“had normally refused baptism at the hands of the parochial cler- 
gy.’ '? This contradicts Murray Tolmie’s suggestion that Smyth and 
his congregation were convinced by the Waterlanders that “their 
baptism was false because [it was] administered to infants who 
were incapable of saving faith.””2° White dates Smyth’s ‘‘unease 
about the baptism which he and others had received at the hands 
of the Church of England” in the autumn of 1607. Smyth had 
indicated such views in a section of Parallels, Censures, Observations 
written while Smyth was still in England. White further finds, in 
contrast to Tolmie, that Smyth's contact with the Mennonites at the 
time he published Character of the Beast was not very close.”! 

Two recent books, in contrast with Kliever and White, champion 
a historical connection between European Anabaptists and English 
Separatist beginnings. Michael R. Watts, in The Dissenters: From the 
Reformation to the French Revolution, presents a useful study of the 
Dissenting movements in England and Wales. Watts writes: 


... both Champlin Burrage and B. R. White have denied that there 
is any evidence that continental Anabaptism influenced English 
Dissent before the early seventeenth century, and Lonnie Kliever 
has argued that it made little impact even then. But while concrete 
literary evidence may be lacking, there is a good deal of circum- 
stantial evidence to suggest a link between Lollardy, Anabaptism, 
and the General Baptists of the seventeenth century. Irvin Horst 
has drawn attention to the existence of an Anabaptist group in 
London in the 1530s and while his contention that they were ‘old 
Lollards’ cannot be regarded as proven, he does show that Ana- 
baptist opinions were held and disseminated in England in the 
reign of Henry VIII not only by immigrants from the Low Coun- 
tries, but also by native Englishmen.” 


What constitutes that ‘‘circumstantial evidence’? On the basis of 
such evidence Watts proceeds with the assumption that the link 
connecting Lollardy, Anabaptism, and the General Baptists actually 
has been adequately demonstrated. 

Watts’s statement depends upon the study by Irvin B. Horst, The 
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Radical Brethren. Horst claims to have discovered a historical link 
between the Anabaptists of the Lowlands and English Lollardy. 
Horst wrote: ‘Early in the 1530’s, probably in 1532, several English 
and Flemish persons were taken into custody because they had 
imported and distributed an anabaptist book.’’?? While acknowl- 
edging that it was the arresting authorities who pinned the name 
Anabaptist upon the prisoners and the confiscated works, Horst 
added that ‘‘the details of the deposition support the correctness 
of this usage.” He promised to provide the evidence to confirm this 
judgment. 

The importance of this find, by Horst, of a book reputed to be an 
Anabaptist work is evident when it is recalled that Champlin Bur- 
rage wrote: “Before 1550, too, it appears that no Anabaptist books 
were printed in England, either in English or in any other language, 
and no English translations of the works of Continental Anabaptists 
are known to have been published before the time of the Civil 
Wars.”’24 Horst’s find, if substantiated, would mean that there was 
an English translation of an Anabaptist work published more than 
a hundred years earlier than any previously known book of its tvpe. 

Horst notes that while ‘‘the document is undated” it ‘‘has been 
calendared” under the year 1532 in the Letters and Papers of the 
reign of Henry VIII.2° Then Horst suggests that 1532 ‘‘may be too 
early, but some evidence can be found, as we shall note, to support 
this date.”” Again, the critical reader will await such evidence. Next 
Horst reiterates that the cause of the arrest was a heretical book 
identified as an ‘Anabaptist confession.” ‘As for the quantity,” 
Horst states, “John Clark was suspected of having received 300 
copies but had only 44 in his possession at the time of the search, 
while John Raulinges had distributed 40 copies. Two other members 
were known to have had copies. The total number of copies may 
have been in the neighborhood of 500.’’** The author of The Radical 
Brethren does not relate how he decided upon the figure of 500 
books, but the Public Record Office copy does tell us how the 
arresting officer arrived at his figure of 300: “We conjecture,’ he 
wrote for the record. Note the progression toward certainty. The 
conjecture of the deposition becomes, in Horst’s use of it, 300 actual 
books or even as many as 500. For, in his following paragraph, 
Horst contends that ‘John Clarke either had dispersed or hidden 
256 copies.” 

The deposition identifies 44 confiscated books as an “Anabaptist 
Confession.” Horst acknowledges that ‘we are left in the dark as 
to its further identification. As a confession it must have contained 
articles of religion. Its Anabaptist character is attested to by details 
about the persons and their views as recorded in the deposition.” 
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The cautious reader, again, will await the supporting evidence. 
Now Horst makes a statement that is hard to challenge: “A copy 
of the actual book, however, is not known, or at least recorded. It 
may be*considered a lost book.’”’”” 

In this same paragraph Horst conjectures that it may have been 
such a copy of an Anabaptist confession received by John Calvin 
in Geneva “from far countries’ and which occasioned Calvin's 
writing in 1544 Briéve instruction pour armer tous bon fidéles contre les 
erreurs de la secte des Anabaptistes which, in turn, was published in 
English in 1548 as A Short Instruction for to arme all good Christian 
people agaynst the pestiferous errors of the common secte of Anabaptistes. 
Horst concludes: ‘It is possible that Calvin wrote this work to 
combat the ‘Anabaptist Confession’ circulated in England.” The 
incredulous reader again awaits substantiating proof. 

The fesourceful author of The Radical Brethren remedies the lack 
of a copy of the lost book with an ingenious identification. Horst 
writes: “The Confession was probably an English translation of the 
popular and widely-known Briiderliche Vereinigung etzlicher Kinder 
Gottes, sieben Artikel betreffent (Brotherly Union of a Number of Chil- 
dren of God Concerning Seven Articles). The earliest printed edi- 
tions extant are from the 1530s, but the work was written in Feb- 
ruary, 1527. .: .’’? Then follow two solid paragraphs describing 
the contents of the seven articles. Horst concludes: ‘’’The booke of 
Anabaptist Confession’ may well have been an English translation 
of the Articles.’’°° Here Horst omits to clarify a significant detail: 
nowhere does he suggest that there was an English translation of 
Artikel in the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries. His one footnote 
leaves the impression that an English translation appeared in print 
in 1545. The painstaking reader may find this acknowledgment 
buried in the middle of Appendix B at the back of the book: “We 
are at a considerable disadvantage by not having at hand a copy of 
the English confession, but to date a copy has not been found or 
at least recorded.” 

Corroborating data is promised in the ‘details about the persons 
and their views as recorded in the deposition which reads “one 
Bastiane, a flemmying, which is said to be the byshop & reder to 
the Anabaptistes.” Horst describes this reference as “one of the 
most helpful clues in the document.” He interprets this to mean 
that English and Flemish members cooperated and that Lollard and 
Anabaptist traditions had been amalgamated. He bases this conclu- 
sion on his identification of ‘‘reader’ as typically Lollard, while 
‘byshop’ was used for leaders among Dutch and Flemish anabap- 
tists.” Horst does not raise the question whether this Bastiane had 
identified himself as a bishop or whether that appellation had been 
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given by the arresting officer, for ‘Bishop’ was an English term as 
well. As to the merging of the Lollard and Anabaptist traditions, 
Horst found that ‘’the refusal to ‘beleue nothyng but the scripture’ 
was common to both the Lollards and anabaptists, although the 
view ‘that no man expounding scripture should be believed’ had 
more of a Lollard than an anabaptist accent.” * Horst found the 
clearest evidence of Anabaptist doctrine in the phrase ‘‘strange 
doctrines” linked with “‘touchyng the humanitie of Christe’’ which 
Horst identified with Melchior Hofmann’s heretical notions. The 
deposition offers too little evidence to make the identification a 
certainty.*> 

Horst had promised to confirm the date of 1532, the year in which 
the deposition was calendared, as the correct date. This data is 
presented in a long paragraph that begins: ‘‘Who were the English 
and Flemish persons involved in this incident?’” Then he inserts 
this gratuitous statement: “The name Baughton (Boughten) oc- 
curred frequently among the later Lollards in London.” The four 
citations for this are from John Thomson, The Later Lollards. Thom- 
son confirms two individuals named Boughton, one named Joan 
who was burned at the stake at 80 years of age and the other a 
Thomas ‘‘who was also an enthusiast for attending sermons, as 
long as they agreed with his ideas. * For whatever historical value 
there is in such information, there were at least two Boughtons 
among the later Lollards. The reader’s critical vision should not be 
blurred by such facts of supererogation, for the discussion concerns 
concrete proof establishing the date for the deposition. Horst re- 
minds the reader that the ‘byshop’ was a certain Bastiane. The 
author points out that there was a printer named Herman Bastian 
arrested in Hesse (Germany) during the spring of 1536. Horst con- 
cludes: 

Since the English deposition has to do with a ‘Bastiane’ who was 

a ‘byshop & reder to the Anabaptistes,’ and with the importation 

of an anabaptist book, it is possible that on this occasion Herman 

Bastian had visited England. It was quite typical for an anabaptist 

leader to be engaged in a trade.* 

Noting that the question is that of dating the deposition, Horst 
argues that if his identification of ‘‘Bastiane, the anabaptist bishop 
of London, with Herman Bastian in Hesse” is correct, then a closing 
date was established by the arrest of Bastian in Hesse in the spring 
of 1536. Horst offers “‘a more precise date’’ by turning to the arrest 
of John Gough whose name appears on the same deposition, though 
as a separate item. Horst assumes that Gough was apprehended at 
the same time the Anabaptists were arrested. It was a possibility, 
although it cannot be proven exactly when Gough, or any of the 
others, were picked up. Horst continues his argument: 
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‘The Confession of the citie of Geneva’ cannot be identified, as 

a copy evidently is not recorded. ... It is known that a work 

entitled The Articles of Geneva had been translated and published 

in 1532. ... If the Articles of Geneva may be identified with the 

Confession of the City of Geneva, which is entirely plausible, we 

may with some confidence propose 1532 as the date of the depo- 

sition.* 

Such legerdemain then is the “circumstantial evidence” from 
which Michael Watts drew his conclusion that Lollardy and Ana- 
baptism and the English General Baptists were linked. Yes, a book 
that no one since has seen, identified as a work admittedly never 
translated into English, available in a quantity the greater part of 
which is conjecture, about people who may be Lollards or may be 
Anabaptists or just may be unconventional; with an invented voy- 
age ofa known German for whom there is no evidence that he 
spoke English or had ever been in England where supposedly he 
was arrested as a Flemish bishop—nor has evidence been produced 
that the real, the German Herman Bastian was ever considered a 
bishop among German Anabaptists—in a deposition whose date is 
documented by a printer who may or may not have been arrested 
the same day or even the same year as the three Englishmen and 
the one Scottish man, and who may or may not have been the 
printer of The Articles of Geneva (for which printing another man 
actually was charged and freed) and which may or may not have 
been the book cited in the deposition; such are the facts presented, 
not to mention Boughten—whom Watts has as Broughton—a name 
that ‘’. . . occurred frequently among the later Lollards’’ and, as a 
fact, Thomson mentions both Joan and Thomas, not necessarily 
related. One unassailable fact emerges from these cited pages of The 
Radical Brethren: this demonstrably is ‘circumstantial evidence.” 

Early in his book, Horst made a point of emphasizing ‘the in- 
ductive method” which, he wrote, ‘requires a strict reckoning with 
the contemporary data; that is, we stay by historical events and 
ideas which can be identified as anabaptist.” Horst stands judged 
by his own statement: “’. . . the student of anabaptism has to face 
squarely the hiatuses and the dead-ends in the evidence without 
trying to read too much into or beyond them.””” 

Why try to untangle the ingenious scenarios that enliven the 
pages of The Radical Brethren? First, because Horst seriously claims: 
“An alternative to Burrage’s interpretation of early anabaptism is 
tentatively offered in this book.” ** Second, because other respected 
historians working in this period of history have taken Horst seri- 
ously. Watts’s linkage of Lollardy-Anabaptism-General Baptists de- 
pended upon Horst’s research.*® B. R. White identifies Horst’s ma- 
terial, especially the article on “England” in the Mennonite Encyclo- 
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paedia, as the basis for George Huntston Williams’s section on Eng- 
land to 1540 in The Radical Reformation.*" A Southern Baptist histo- 
rian, William R. Estep, has used Horst as the foundation for his 
presentation of The Anabaptist Story.*' Third, at least two reviewers 
took The Radical Brethren seriously, though neither subjected it to 
extensive criticism. C. J. Dyck hailed it as the “long awaited . . . 
study of Anabaptism in England” in the Mennonite Quarterly Review. 
Dyck valued the work as ‘’a most significant contribution to our in- 
depth understanding of events at the heart of early Reformation in 
England.” # Eric Gritsch was more restrained in his review in Church 
History: ‘This is a preliminary study and does not yet warrant 
conclusions about English anabaptism.’’* No critic as yet has said 
that Dr. Horst ‘is a ruthless source-miner and a compulsive lumper”’ 
as J. H. Hexter once wrote about Christopher Hill. 

The consequences for the study of the radical and dissenting 
movements in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England can be 
quite serious. Should Horst’s awkward efforts replace the careful, 
painstakingly scientific researches of Champlin Burrage, the level 
of research in this period and field will have been eroded disas- 
trously. Both B. R. White and Lonnie Kliever have called attention 
to the inconclusive character of Horst’s findings.* 

What may be learned from Horst’s attempt at reconstructing 
history? To begin with, a careful definition is essential when one 
confronts the maze of facts, suppositions, claims, contending ar- 
guments, and beguiling documentation that hint at solutions but 
which, without corroborating evidence, remain useless. Champlin 
Burrage was well aware of the function of definition: ’’. . . the word 
Anabaptist . . . was evidently employed as a generic term to des- 
ignate separatists, or indeed any persons of irregular or fanatical 
religious opinions.’’* Duncan Heriot noted that the State Papers 
are“... not too clear in the way they use the term ‘Anabaptist.’ 
This was due to the number of divisions that existed among the 
Anabaptists, but the authorities often designate anyone who dif- 
fered from the State religion as an ‘Anabaptist.’’”” Heriot’s last 
statement is significant. The historian who allows the representative 
of the absolute power of the Tudor monarchy to define terms is a 
researcher courting conclusions predetermined by others. Horst’s 
broad definition of Anabaptism made him captive to the vagaries 
of the loose definitions of the accusing State officers. Horst wrote: 
“For working purpose in this study it is proposed to define ‘ana- 
baptism’ in specific as well as in generic terms, that is, to allow that 
it may refer to rebaptism as a practice or teaching, or to a general 
nonconformity with one or more views characteristic of anabap- 
tism.’"** In his conclusion Horst wrote: ‘“Anabaptism in England 
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may be described as a current of lay-nonconformity which took its 
inspiration chiefly from the Protestant Reformation.’”*? Dyck de- 
scribed Horst’s conclusion: ‘‘Anabaptism in England was a religious 
moventent, but more broadly involved in socio-political terms than 
may have been true of continental Anabaptism.’”’*° Horst’s heavy 
reliance upon official documents framed by the accusing State se- 
riously distorted the picture. Nor did the English Anabaptist move- 
ment develop either the literature or the confessions that make it 
possible to write with certainty about the Anabaptists in Europe.®! 
Dyck made a trenchant critique of The Radical Brethren. He concluded 
an enthusiastic first paragraph with this query: ‘Can non-separatist 
Anabaptism practice discipline, believers’ baptism, and the other 
accepted elements of ‘normative’ Anabaptism; and, if not, is it really 
Anabaptism we are talking about?’ This is a serious and fair 
question. 

In defining two movements that, at once, were so similar in some 
characteristics (i.e., nonconformity) yet so diverse in some essential 
beliefs and practices (i.e., pacifism for Anabaptists) as were Lollardy 
and Anabaptism, both Watts and Horst would have benefited from 
reflection upon a footnote. In it, A. G. Dickens warned: ‘But Canon 
Maynard Smith goes too far in saying that Anabaptists were ‘in- 
distinguishable from Lollards except in name.’”? Had Horst taken 
Dickens seriously, he would not have concluded that “there is truth 
no doubt in the claim that ‘Anabaptists were indistinguishable from 
Lollards except in name.’’’** Watts did recognize that Horst’s con- 
tention that the London ‘Anabaptist’ group in the 1530s were but 
“old Lollards” could not be proven. Yet Watts persisted in making 
a facile linkage between Lollardy and Anabaptism.** Maynard Smith 
had suggested that Lollardy was employed as a scare tactic to impel 
conformity. He wrote: ‘Just as now someone starts a scare about 
the subversive propaganda in Communist Sunday Schools, so be- 
fore the Reformation someone worked up suspicion of the evil 
designs of the Lollards.”* It was in the particular context of the 
Tudor state reacting to Anabaptism in much the same way it had 
earlier responded to Lollardy that Smith meant that the two were 
“indistinguishable . . . except in name.” 

Examining the presuppositions of any expositor is one of the 
marks of the historical-critical method. An example of an a priori 
assumption is found in a Mennonite Quarterly Review editorial. The 
editor wrote: ‘‘The undeniable similarity of views on such major 
articles as baptism, the nature of the church, and separation of 
church and state invite an almost automatic conclusion of the in- 
fluence from the earlier Anabaptist movement on the later Baptist 
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movement.” Ernest Payne employed a more sophisticated version 
of such assumptions, as noted earlier.%* 

Such a compulsion to lump together things because they look 
alike led Lonnie Kliever to caution: 


Too often commentators have seen believer's baptism, or the 
“gathered” church, or separation of church and state in both the 
Anabaptist and Baptist traditions and on this basis uncritically 
assumed theological and historical kinship. However, these doc- 
trines are based on quite different assumptions and hence carry 
quite different implications for each group.” 


An egregious example of the loose assemblage of superficial char- 
acteristics was A. J. D. Farrer’s statement, in commenting on the 
Anabaptists, ‘Now this broad type of a simple, practical Christianity 
ruled by the individual’s own devout study of the New Testament 
reappears on English soil in the Baptists. . . .’* Certain patterns 
of religious study and reflection, expressed in firmly held convic- 
tions and translated into how one lived within an increasingly alien 
and hostile society, were common enough to both Continental 
Anabaptists and English Baptists. But convictions born out of the 
concentrated study of the Bible and conditions born out of oppres- 
sion do not necessarily mean that the two groups are directly related 
except by similarities of circumstances. 

Another serious danger in such clustering of ideas is the unin- 
tended but no less real confusion that arises from associating ideas 
that had quite different meanings in different historic periods. For 
example, separation of church and state in the late eighteenth cen- 
tury in the United States cannot be equated with Helwys’ appeal 
for toleration in seventeenth-century England. One was a mature 
political doctrine with consequences for the disestablishment of 
religion, while the other was an individual's passionate plea to a 
Christian monarch. Of course, the two are connected through a 
history of ideas, but they are not equivalents. It is misleading to 
suggest that disestablishment and the toleration of dissent are iden- 
tical concepts or beliefs. Similarly, beliefs need not be the same, 
even if the same word is used. For example, baptism by immersion 
means different things depending upon whether one attends a 
Baptist or an Eastern Orthodox church. 

The geography of England encourages another type of assump- 
tion. For instance, Watts argues that ‘the strongest evidence to 
support the thesis of a continuing radical tradition linking the Lol- 
lards and Anabaptists of the early sixteenth century with the General 
Baptists of the seventeenth is geographic.’’*! Payne earlier had asked 
a similar question.® Geoffrey Nuttall demonstrates both the curi- 
osity and discipline of a historian when he writes: ‘‘the Baptists’ 
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predominance in the county [Kent], which [is] . . . reflected in the 
1672 licences, is certainly the most marked and remarkable feature 
of the situation. Almost all Kentish Baptists were theologically Gen- 
eral [or Arminian] Baptists, not Particular [or Calvinist]. We may 
suspect some derivation from the Anabaptists reported in Kent 
during the reign of Elizabeth I, but no clear evidence is yet forth- 
coming.’’ © 

It is worth noting that Watts and Nuttall use the same word 
“evidence” but in quite different ways. Nuttall, unlike Watts, rec- 
ognizes that while geographic coincidence arouses a historian’s 
“suspicions,” this by itself does not provide conclusive evidence. 
Until substantive evidence is found, the historian must remain 
content with curious questions and interesting hypotheses. 

We may here cite White’s rule that “when a plausible source of 
Separatist views is available in Elizabethan Puritanism and its nat- 
ural developments, the onus of proof lies upon those who would 
affirm that the European Anabaptists had any measurable influence 
upon the shaping of English Separatism.”’* This rule applies to the 
discussion of early Baptist beginnings in England. For Smyth and 
Helwys first were Separatists, and out of their experience emerged 
the congregation which, under Helwys, returned to English soil as 
the first of the General Baptist congregations in England. White’s 
contention may be buttressed by the so-called ‘law of parsimony’ 
that dictates that an elaborate argument need not be employed 
when a simple one that answers all of the same conditions is at 
hand. 

Why, then, the seeming parallels and close similarities between 
Continental Anabaptist views and those of English Baptists, espe- 
cially the early General Baptists? White’s study of the English Sep- 
aratists provides the practical suggestion that the relationship of 
viewpoints is derived from a common dependence upon the same 
source, the Bible. It was because they viewed the Bible in a way 
common to their century and, as well, because they functioned 
within a similar context—for both groups were nonconformists op- 
erating within a society where the nation’s religious establishment 
held punitive power—that they arrived at apparently similar con- 
clusions. Yet, as White concludes, ‘given the original New Tes- 
tament source material and the nature of the contemporary Prot- 
estant appeal to it, such developments need not imply, and without 
clear evidence ought not to be taken to imply, any direct borrow- 
ing.’’© 

Winthrop Hudson’s original contention, that Baptists and the 
Anabaptists represent diverse traditions which are not to be iden- 
tified, still engages the support of critical historians. The few efforts 
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to refute the Hudson-White-Kliever position have floundered for 
lack of significant empirical evidence. The strongest case for the 
spiritual connections between European Anabaptists and early Eng- 
lish Baptists depends upon apparent similarities. White’s magnifi- 
cent study of the rise of Separatism corroborates Hudson’s claim 
that English Baptists are rooted in the Reformed tradition. One 
need not posit Anabaptist influence in order to account for the 
development of English Baptist convictions and congregations. 
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Lockian Liberalism: A Radical Shift 
from the Biblical Economic Ethic 


Prentiss Pemberton 


Winter S. Hudson did his homework with painstaking thor- 
oughness before publishing his first scholarly work. Indeed, 
what began as his doctoral dissertation flowered into a major as- 
sessment not only of John Ponet’s thought but also of his influence 
in shifting Calvinism toward a more limited theory of monarchy. 
This initial study of Hudson was entitled John Ponet (1516-1556), 
Advocate of Limited Monarchy (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1942). It contains the full, original text of Ponet’s A Shorte 
Treatise of Politike Power (Strassburg, 1556). 

I wish also to call attention to an additional, significant Hudson 
essay. It appears as chapter 6 in Calvinism and the Political Order.' 
One primary value of this Shorte Treatise is its analysis of why John 
Locke became the public voice for a number of the Puritan contro- 
versialists. Too often Locke is seen today as a spokesperson for the 
secular rationalist camp of natural law, not theologically and phil- 
osophically as the “heir of Puritan rationalism.’’? 

The concern dominating my own article on Locke and Classical 
Liberalism stems from the political economy of which Locke was 
unquestionably a leader. My conclusion is that C. B. Macpherson’s 
The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism has sharpened the crit- 
icism of Locke’s economic stance. His two kinds of property (body- 
hands and object-thing) and his inadequate justification for what 
Macpherson terms ‘‘possessive individualism’’ and “possessive 
markets” raise serious difficulties for Lockian Liberalism. 

This second period of modernization following the commercial 
revolution accelerated the tempo and scope of political and eco- 
nomic change. This was particularly true in England and in its 
North American colonies. Such terms as Classical Liberalism or the 
Enlightenment denoted new philosophical, ethical, and cultural 
forces. Constitutional or parliamentary democracy characterized the 
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Anglo-American political scene, capitalism the economic one in its 
early stages. 

Since our primary concern is economic, it is pertinent to note that 
no vocational economists made their appearance until the last part 
of the eighteenth century. There was as yet no such academic 
discipline as economics. Two philosophers, however, became sig- 
nificant “bridge” thinkers as political economists who conjoined 
politics and the incipient field of economics. These two were Thom- 
as Hobbes (died in 1679) and John Locke (died in 1704). For our 
economic purposes, we shall do well to concentrate upon John 
Locke and the Liberalism to which he contributed much. 

Locke developed original insights into the nature of the moral 
self, into how such selves relate in political experience and how 
they can legitimately acquire and use the material goods of nature 
and society. He was a leader in shifting Western political economy 
from its roots in the biblical tradition of economic obligation into 
the new soil of sensate pleasure and possessive individualism. 


Locke’s Theory of God’s Natural Order and How Private Prop- 
erty and Government Came into Being 

John Locke, in his Second Treatise on Government,’ conceptual- 
ized his fanciful picture of what economic experience was like in 
the original state of nature. Note that in what follows, his doctrine 
of God's creation presupposes neither the biblical perfect order prior 
to sin and the ‘‘fall’’ nor a seriously corrupted order after sin and 
the “fall.” Indeed, Locke largely ignores traditional orthodox the- 
ology. Instead, he improvises his novel doctrine of a deistic God, 
of a problematic, self-centered human nature, and of an idealistic 
natural law within which privileged, middle, and upper classes are 
to govern. 

We can quickly summarize his vision of the state of ‘freedom’ 
and “equality” in which rational humans were created (Second Trea- 
tise, chapter 2, sections 4-5). The problem is that as industrious, 
rational individuals acquire their own property, they must protect 
it against encroachments by covetous, irrational rivals. Locke then 
devises his ‘remedy for the inconvenience of the state of Nature” 
(ibid., chapter 2, section 13). In that natural state each responsible, 
rational citizen has to become police and judge in order to protect 
his own property. He concludes that upright citizens have the good 
sense to contract together to establish civil government. Hence, 
individuals “however free’ in their natural, precontractual state, 
“unite for the mutual preservation of their lives, liberties, and es- 
tates, which I call by the general name—property.’’# 

We need next to summarize Locke's famous chapter five on prop- 
erty and how individuals can rightfully possess property. 
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“God, who hath given the world to men in common, hath also 
given them reason to make use of it to the best advantage of life 
and convenience. Nobody has originally a private dominion exclu- 
sive of the rest of mankind” (chapter 5, section 25). Yet alongside 
this natural property belonging to people in common, there is one 
form of property which from the beginning is exclusively each per- 
son's private possession. 


Though the earth and all inferior creatures be common to all men, 
yet every man has a “property” in his own “person.” This nobody 
has any right to but himself. The “labour’’ of his body and the 
“work” of his hands, we may say, are properly his. Whatsoever, 
then, he removes out of the state that Nature hath provided 
..., he hath mixed his labour with it, and joined to it something 
that is his own, and thereby makes it his property (chapter 5, 
section 26). 


Thence, persons have a basic property in themselves, in their body 
and hands. It is this foundational property that empowers and 
authorizes them to appropriate from nature their private property 
in things, in land, fruits, animals, and other goods. 

Locke starts off, in other words, with a radical communalism 
where each person has individual access to the common bounties 
of nature. Thence, each individual can convert the private property 
one has in one’s own self into the appropriating power which issues 
from the “labour’’ of one’s body and the ‘‘work” of one’s hands. 
From this absolutely private self-possession, Locke proceeds to ex- 
plain and justify the right to preempt the bounties of nature exclu- 
sively for oneself. What at one moment presupposes equality and 
mutuality in appropriating everyone’s property from the common 
riches of nature quickly becomes a property belonging only to ex- 
cluding individuals. In one fell swoop Locke challenges the very 
foundations of the biblical economic ethic and its inclusive structure 
of property obligations to those lacking property. No longer do we 
read anything about the duties of stewards; no longer do the poor 
have any claim on the superfluous wealth of the rich. Here is an 
entirely self-centered theme which legitimizes possessive individ- 
ualism within its context of a dawning capitalism. 

Immediately a troublesome question needs to be raised. What if 
an inventive and energetic individual acquires more from nature’s 
storehouse than he or she really needs? This, concedes Locke forth- 
rightly, could become exploitive. Indeed, he is ready with a relevant 
moral principle. Each procurer can acquire ethically only as much 
from nature as ”. . . one can make use of to any advantage of life 
before it spoils. [Italics not in the original.] Whatever is beyond this 
is more than his share, and belongs to others. Nothing is made by 
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God for man to spoil or destroy” (chapter 5, section 30). Natural 
spoilage, then, seems to place a definite limit upon the quantity 
which acquisitive individuals can retain for themselves. 

Again, however, no sooner does Locke seem to affirm an equal- 
itarian justice for property holders than he promptly clouts this 
equality and justice. He repudiates his own vision of persons peace- 
fully laboring according to the natural law, wherein each can acquire 
only enough to fulfill one’s needs. He concludes that humans invent 
a new mechanism—one which makes it not only legitimate but also 
highly beneficial and just for some individuals to accumulate wealth. 
Let Locke introduce his potent new mechanism. 


... 1 dare boldly affirm, . . . that the same rule of propriety—viz. 
that every man should have as much as he could make use of, 
would hold still in the world . . . had not the invention of money, 
and the tacit agreement of men to put a value on it, introduced 
(by consent) larger possessions and a right to them . . . (chapter 
5, section 36). 


Locke concluded that if a person 


would give his nuts for a piece of metal... . , he invades not the 
right of others; he might heap up as much of these durable things 
as he pleases; the exceeding of the bounds of his just property not 
lying in the largeness of his possessions, but the perishing of 
anything uselessly in it (chapter 5, section 49). 


Find out something that hath the use and value of money amongst 
his neighbors [by mutual consent], you shall see the same man will 
begin presently to enlarge his possessions (chapter 5, section 49). 


Why do people voluntarily leave the freedom they enjoy in the 
state of Nature? Because each, alone, encounters “inconveniences” 
in having to defend one’s property. Hence, people unite in forming 
commonwealths for the ‘‘mutual preservation of their lives, liberties 
and estates, which [Locke calls] by the general name—property.” 
Then the invention of money justifies individuals in accumulating 
wealth in this durable form of money, since they are no longer 
guilty of allowing their excess possessions to spoil. 


Locke's Politico-Economic Revolution Is Built upon His Pos- 
sessively Individualistic Ethic 


A major watershed can be dated from the last part of the sev- 
enteenth and all through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
No longer will the biblical economic ethic furnish moral foundations 
for the emerging secular ethos. Instead, Hobbes, Locke particularly, 
and the first laissez-faire economists appeared during the waning 
years of the Commercial Revolution. These thinkers legitimized the 
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emerging Industrial (capitalistic) Revolution. Modernization in the 
West was to leap forward at a dramatic new pace. 

Let us pinpoint the dynamic change which Locke’s possessive 
individualism wrought. To do this we turn to the wisdom of C. B. 
Macpherson, who, to my knowledge, is the creator of this ‘“‘pos- 
sessive individualism” phrase. He used it in his reinterpretation of 
the work of both Hobbes and Locke. His book is The Political Theory 
of Possessive Individualism.’ 

Passages from Macpherson can take us to the heart of his as- 
sessment of Locke: 


The individual in market society is human [in his capacity] as 
proprietor of his own person .. . his humanity does depend on 
his freedom from any but self-interested contractual relations with 
others. His society [i.e., his one area of relatedness to others] does 
consist of a series of market relations.® 


In the Preface of his volume, Macpherson acquaints us with his 
development of the phrase “possessive individualism”: ‘‘Some time 
ago I suggested that English political thought from the seventeenth 
to the nineteenth centuries had an underlying unity which deserved 
notice. I called the unifying assumption ‘possessive individual- 
iShicg... ” 

He finds the roots of this acquisitive individualism in the Levell- 
ers, particularly John Lilburne and Richard Overton. Macpherson 
also traces how seventeenth-century individualism was plagued 
with the consequences of the notion of possessing property in one’s 
own person. 

The possessive quality in liberal-democratic theory 


is found in its conception of the individual as essentially the pro- 
prietor of his own person or capacities, owing nothing to society 
for them. The individual was seen neither as a moral whole, nor 
as part of a larger social whole, but as an owner of himself. . . . 
Society becomes a lot of free equal individuals related to each other 
as proprietors of their own capacities and of what they have ac- 
quired by their exercise. Society consists of relations of exchange 
between proprietors. Political society becomes a calculated device 
for the protection of this property and for the maintenance of an 
orderly relation of exchange.*® 


Let us next interpret three developments which constitute major 
negative consequences that flow from Locke’s impact upon Classical 
Liberalism. 


1. Locke almost totally reversed the long biblical tradition which 
warned against evils in covetousness and the love of money. 


Money becomes, for Locke, the positive factor which obliterated 
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the original equalitarian society which he had fantasized. Money 
was the mechanism which set people loose to acquire as much 
wealth as possible. It did this by eliminating almost all ethical 
constraints arising from the spoilage factor. Durable money solves 
this problem. Locke’s only social accountability, as individuals ap- 
propriate wealth, centers in the minimal taxes required to finance 
small, laissez-faire governments. Certainly taxes could remain in- 
significant as long as the ‘‘best government is the one that governs 
least.’ Recall that the U.S. government could impose no federal 
income taxes until the constitutional amendment was adopted in 
February, 1913. 


2. Locke largely undermined the biblical economic ethic.° 


Locke recognized no role for stewards as that role is set forth in 
the Bible, and he certainly never paid heed to consideration of the 
poor. 


He mentions no limit on the right of individual acquisition nor any 
obligation in the use of property .... The great purpose of the 
political order designed to fulfil the natural law is, therefore, to 
protect life and property, not to secure its just distribution and 
use:?? 


Locke was confident that his historical basis for the approval of 
wealth seeking eliminated personal and institutional obligations to 
the poor. After all, Locke assumed that humankind as a whole had 
at least tacitly ‘“consented” to the exchange of perishable commod- 
ities for money, with its assurance of hoarding without spoilage. 
He conjectures that all wealth at least originally has been earned by 
the labor of people’s bodies or the work of their hands. Did not 
this clearly imply that the impoverished were definitely responsible 
for their precarious station? They had failed in the race to appro- 
priate money. Here we can clearly discern the fateful seeds which 
were to mushroom into modern vocational “success” or “failure.” 

We need to ask at this point, however, Is not this indifference to 
the plight of the poor dangerous? Might not they, in times of 
economic scarcity, use their ballots to elect a government more 
committed to their needs? Locke had good reason, however, not 
to worry about that threat! 


3. Locke designed a ‘‘democracy’’ which denied the right-to-vote 
to both the idle and the working poor. 


The simple fact was that Locke had nothing to fear from the vete 
of the indigent and all laborers because they were virtually disfran- 
chised. He developed an “inherent differential in rationality,” 
(Macpherson) which excluded the laboring classes, along with beg- 
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gars, alms-takers, and vagrants, from casting the ballot. Indeed, 
this exclusion of laborers meant a so-called democracy which needed 
their work but which denied their political rights. “Not merely the 
idle poor, who had been treated as outcasts from Tudor times, but 
the labouring poor as well, were now treated almost as a race apart, 
though within the state.’””4 

All of this meant a shift from feudal status to contract society. 
Land, resources, and labor would be owned by individuals and 
would become alienable or salable. Salability meant that landown- 
ers, merchants, and workers could offer their land, goods, or labor 
for sale in a competitive market. Countless new contracts would 
have to become ratified day-in and day-out between landowners, 
manufacturers, merchants, enterpreneurs, and laborers. 

It is within the context of this emerging contractual market econ- 
omy that we can perceive the far-reaching, injurious import of 
Locke’s emphasis upon the workers’ natural property right in their 
own bodies. What seems to be a profound right to the labor of one’s 
body and the work of one’s hands becomes a useless possession— 
if one cannot find an employer who will contract for this labor at a living 
wage. Macpherson probes to the subtle hoax which Locke intro- 
duced: 


Once the land is all taken up . . . those without property are . . . 
dependent for their very livelihood on those with property, and 
are unable to alter their own circumstances. The initial equality of 
natural rights, which consisted in no man having jurisdiction over 
another cannot last after the differentiation of property. To put it 
another way, the man without property in things loses that full 
proprietorship of his own person which was the basis of his equal 
natural rights. . . . Civil society is established to protect unequal 
possessions [after the invention of money], which have already in 
the state of nature given rise to unequal rights.” 


Only the possession of object property “things” could secure people 
their right to become full-fledged, voting citizens. 

Within a century Adam Smith and other new-breed economists 
were to build this possessive individualism into the emerging in- 
justice of capitalism’s Industrial Revolution. 


Limitations in Locke’s Social Ethic of Freedom and Equality 


We should now be in a position to appreciate the extent of the 
economic revolution which Locke’s acquisitive ethic initiated in 
England. This second revolution meant a zest for possessive, not 
traditional, markets. Everything seemed to be open to contractual 
bargaining. Everything and every person seemed to be up for sale 
or hire. Let the buyer beware! 
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It was precisely in the face of the lasting impact of Locke’s pos- 
sessive individualism and its possessive market society that we do 
well to probe the basic socio-ethical values upon which Locke rested 
his Liberalism. As we read the Second Treatise, two value-terms 
frequently meet our eyes: Freedom and Equality. Both are central to 
Locke’s state of nature and the law of nature which govern this 
state. Thus, he starts from the estate in which all persons would 
naturally be, ‘that is, a state of perfect freedom to order their actions 
and dispose of their possessions and persons as they think fit 

. . without asking leave or depending upon the will of any other 
man.’’3 Immediately he adds that this natural state is also one of 
“equality, wherein all the power and jurisdiction is reciprocal, no 
one having more than another. . . .””'* Freedom and equality Locke 
finds most fundamental in his hypothetical state of nature. 

We have earlier seen, however, that when we attempted to follow 
his train of reasoning which moved from a mythic nature to the 
hard realities of English politico-economic history, we had to be on 
guard against subtle enticements in both his logic and his interpre- 
tation of facts. 

Freedom, or liberty, became the password for all who entered the 
ranks of Liberalism. Locke’s particular version of freedom became, 
however, tightly linked with persons’ concern for property and the 
liberty to share in profitable exchanges in the new contractual mar- 
ketplace. This meant that the possessive aspect of his individualism 
surfaced in both economics and the monadic, isolated nature of 
each independent self. This further ‘’freed’’ all potential employees 
to contract for a job in Locke’s new possessive market only when the 
employer freely decided it would be profitable to offer such a contract. This 
contractualism of the early Industrial Revolution became ‘‘free’’ to 
enact laws which refused labor the right to meet and organize 
unions. In sum: workers were now free to be proprietors of their 
bodies and hands, but it was the employers who had a more decisive 
freedom—that to make such bodies and hands marketable or unmar- 
ketable within possessive contractualism. 

Lockian freedom, on the more positive side, upheld key civil 
liberties—personal, political, religious—and assured greater toler- 
ation for minorities. Locke should be credited with these advances 
in personal and social freedom, as far as they went. But these 
commitments could not go far enough, given Locke’s espousal of 
an economic ‘‘freedom” which could not assure increasing numbers 
of persons the primal power to translate their labor into a decent 
livelihood. . 

It is when we move to Locke’s second ethico-political value, 
equality, that we encounter even more serious tension in his Lib- 
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eralism. Here Locke’s possessive individualism seemed to make 
everyone equal in the original state of nature, by dint of designating 
everyone’s body and hands to constitute their innate and inalienable 
property. Yet what did this really mean? Actually, it meant nothing 
more than an elemental biological equality, which empowered 
everyone to supply all basic physical needs in a bountiful but purely 
imaginary nature. 

We note, next, that in Locke’s mythical natural order there existed 
another type of equality—the never ceasing equal ‘‘inconvenience’’ 
where all proprietors had to protect their two kinds of property, 
that is, (1) their body-hands property and (2) their object or “thing” 
property acquired by means of the labor and work of their body- 
hands property. Throughout our remaining consideration of Locke, 
we need to keep clearly in mind these two properties and what 
happens because of them. 

Finally, persons freely chose to shift from the “inconvenience” 
of their natural, individualistic arrangement to a new political order 
that protected everyone’s property. They did this, presumably to 
provide a new dimension of equal property protection. 

Precisely at this point, however, the equal-protection aspect of 
the new politico-property system backfired in the faces of those 
who found themselves possessing a body-hands property, and noth- 
ing more! If no one offered them employment in this contractual, 
employer-employee economy, there was no other way by which 
they could utilize their so-called innate and inalienable body-hands 
property to procure the ‘‘thing’’ property they had to have to live 
decently. To assure that there was absolutely no other way, recall 
that Lockians and others worked to disfranchise the idle and work- 
ing poor. Thus, ironically, the ballot became the supreme symbol 
of inequality. 

To cap all of this inequity, Locke now reasoned that the invention 
of durable money legitimized successful employers in piling up ever 
greater wealth. The earlier natural spoilage limits no longer applied 
to durable money. Wealth could be acquired with no worries about 
becoming covetous. 


i 


The Practical Problem of Democratizing Governments 
and People 


We have now assessed Locke’s politico-economic revolution 
based upon possessive individualism and upon inadequate theories 
of freedom and equality. We propose next to inquire into manifest 
and latent flaws which have periodically undermined the democ- 
ratizing endeavor in the United States. These weaknesses have not 
been expunged during more than two hundred years of statehood. 
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The democratizing ‘‘blood count’ in the United States is ominously 
low when compared with other political democracies. 

We note at the outset that fifty-five delegates (many of them 
Lockians), participated in the Constitutional Convention in May, 
1787. We sense the high vision which they affirmed in their Pream- 
ble to the Constitution. Still these highly conscientious and com- 
petent Founding Fathers were guilty of structuring three irreparable 
flaws into their newborn democracy. 

First was their acceptance and indirect approval of one of the 
cruelist systems of slavery ever concocted by humans who had 
come under at least some influence of Christianity. Some 460,000 
blacks were slaves (20 percent of the nation’s population, as of 
1770), who were denied utterly the ‘blessings of liberty” that the 
Fathers had:fought so heroically to secure for themselves and their 
posterity. 

From the very inception of the nation, the “half-free, half-slave”’ 
impasse was to haunt and tear asunder the ‘‘grand experiment.” 
Recurring tragedies have borne witness that the fallout from the 
democracy-slavery contrariety was to bear its evil fruit right down 
to today’s white racism. 

The second of these three weaknesses is termed the Lockian syn- 
drome, or what Macpherson interprets as Locke’s possessive in- 
dividualism. One result of this syndrome is the contradiction Mac- 
pherson finds between economic Liberalism and political democ- 
racy. In this strained situation democracy is requiring direct and full 
equality ever more relentlessly. 

Direct equality means that indirect factors, such as money, social 
status, race, or other extraneous elements cannot deprive the poor 
of their fair share of political and economic resources. Decent in- 
comes, adequate educational facilities, and competent health care 
are three assets, in other words, without which persons cannot 
confirm their dignity as human beings in modern democracies. Full 
equality means that the poor and disadvantaged must be able to join 
with the advantaged in generating new forms of socio-political 
power. 

Until both direct and full equality are achieved, the United States 
is flawed by fractional democracy—only a fraction of the potential 
power for justice and equality is being marshaled. And obviously, 
the very phrase ‘‘fractional democracy” is a contradiction in terms. 

Along with its agonies resulting from the failures of a half-free, 
half-slave impasse and the Lockian syndrome, we find also embed- 
ded in the patriotic mood of this nation a third basic weakness— 
political extremism. 

Put most succinctly, extremism is patriotism run amuck! It is a 
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superpatriotism which splinters a society in the process of exalting 
its “good Americans” and castigating its ‘‘unAmericans.”’ This pa- 
triotism of extremists is contrived by persons who cannot compre- 
hend the “state of mind” which undergirds authentic democracy. 
This democratic “state of mind”’ is obviously a staunch commitment 
to pluralism?» which “remains commonly accepted as the fixed spir- 
itual center of the democratic political process. . . .’’1 

Eduard Lindeman makes clear that there is one thing people must 
do if they are to enact authentic democratizing: they must discipline 
themselves to a unity which can be achieved only through the 
“creative use of diversity.’’!” Extremism undermines the safety and 
order required to maintain a creative diversity. Lipset and Taab 
have penetrated to the precise limits which the democratic political 
process must always impose upon extremism, because “extremism 
meany going beyond the limits of the normative procedures which 
define the democratic political process.’’8 


The Deepening Conflict Between Economic Liberalism and 
Political Democracy 

Our next task is to let Macpherson and others who have contrib- 
uted to the theme thrust upon us an awareness of the clash between 
Liberalism and democracy. Unfortunately, the nature of economic 
Liberalism and political democracy and the deeply rooted encoun- 
ters between them have not been clearly interpreted. Let us seek 
clarity. 

We note first that this political Liberalism has little to do with full 
democratizing, little to do with the liberties of the propertyless, 
little to do with full equality. Indeed, Alan Wolfe insists that the 
very words “liberal democracy” are a contradiction in terms. He 
finds Classical Liberalism—as formulated by Locke, Jeremy Ben- 
tham, and John Stuart Mill during the seventeenth into the nine- 
teenth centuries—always tilted toward the economic rights and 
freedoms of property holders. It was free men, writes Wolfe, who 
“would buy and sell land, commodities, and each other's ability to 
work in an atmosphere unencumbered by . . . obstructive regula- 
tions. Liberalism was the ideal political philosophy for an emerging 
powerful capitalist revolution.” 

Alongside economic Liberalism, another set of revolutionary 
forces were to emerge during the nineteenth century. They were 
cited by Macpherson and Wolfe as democracy and full equality. 
Democracy, in contrast to an economically oriented Liberalism, 
arose in opposition to the “very conditions that Liberalism tried to 
create.” It was not until the nineteenth century that the rising 
working class demanded universal suffrage, rights of women and 
minorities, and control over the market in labor. Democracy em- 
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phasized two themes that Liberalism did not: direct equality (in 
opposition to the indirect equality of the market), and participation 
of all “in the affairs of the human community.’’”° 

Wolf then points out that in spite of the differences between 
(economic) Liberalism and (political) democracy, they could live in 
relative harmony, as long as Western societies engaged in a continuous 
process of economic growth! Liberal societies could acquire their prop- 
erty and profits alongside democratic provision for more equality 
and more participation of workers in the industrial process. 

Then in the 1970s came a collapse in continuous economic growth, 
or, as Wolfe puts it, the end of ‘expanding expansion.”’ Liberal 
capitalisms are now barely holding their own economically. Thence, 
Wolfe concludes that Liberal democracy’s crisis is very real. ‘Its 
roots lie in the fact that in Western societies the economic system 
is liberal and capitalist while the political system is formally dem- 
ocratic and therefore potentially socialist.’’?! 

Signals from this strain by the 1980s were becoming louder and 
clearer in this nation—a surge of political-economic pressures from 
the Right and Left; a weakening of the Center; more extremism, 
less consensus. 

It is at this point that we draw upon Amitai Etzioni, as the 
originator, and Warren Breed, as Etzioni’s synoptic interpreter, to 
help us assess this deepening struggle between Right. Left, and 
Center. This is especially the case since the emergence of ever more 
sophisticated mass media. Watergate should have taught us much. 
In this connection David Halberstam’s The Powers That Be?? should 
be required reading for everyone concerned about a more respon- 
sible and effective political process or democratizing. 

For the condensed model of democratizing which we are devel- 
oping, let Breed introduce us to Etzioni’s formulation of three forces 
operative in all political-economic activity. These forces become ever 
more significant in the politico-economic pressures activated by the 
mass media. These forces can be indicated by the words and phrase 
alienation, inauthenticity, and the “appearance of responsiveness."’ 

Breed uses alienation largely in the Marxist sense to refer to 
persons who experience both a “feeling of resentment’ and an 
“expression of objective conditions which expose a person to forces 
beyond his understanding and control.”*’ Breed next brings in 
Etzioni’s crucial bond between alienation and inauthenticity. “A 
relationship, institution, or society is inauthentic if it provides the 
appearance of responsiveness while the underlying condition is 
alienation.” ** Breed then initiates us to a crucial factor: the insidious 
manner in which inauthentic structures ‘devote a higher ration of 
their efforts than do alienating ones to concealing their contours 


Lockian Liberalism 


and to building the appearance of responsiveness.’’> Here is a 
sharpening of Marx’s classic work on alienation. Here inauthentic- 
ity, by building an appearance of responsiveness, becomes more 
deceptive than does alienation. 


Conclusion and a Brief Summary 


We have completed our inquiry into Lockian Economic Liberalism 
and its stance with respect to the self, nature, society, government, 
property, and economics. We have seen how Locke largely ignored 
Luther, Calvin, and the Reformation’s attempt to shift the biblical 
economic ethics of stewards into the economic ethos of the Com- 
mercial Revolution. Locke became a case in point of sixteenth-cen- 
tury Reformers failing to create politico-economic contexts that 
could be turned into latent values of Liberalism. 

Within the larger context of the ethics and economics, let us stress 
that Locke’s Liberalism failed to develop a sound and adequate moral 
structure. His seventeenth-eighteenth-century economic Liberalism 
failed to develop freedom for the propertyless, allowing freedom 
only for the propertied. It remained for a new dimension of de- 
mocracy to emerge in the nineteenth century—political democracy 
which emphasized direct equality and the participation of everyone 
“in the affairs of the human community.” 

The inherent conflict between economic Liberalism and political 
democracy was significantly submerged through the process of 
economic growth, beginning especially in World War II. Then, in 
the mid-seventies and on into the eighties “expanding expansion” 
in most of the capitalist nations has been slowly weakening. 

This slowdown has sharpened the conflict between the surging 
Right (which endeavors to resuscitate Lockian Liberalism under 
today’s banner of supply economics and conservative politics) and 
the wavering Left (which is groping for new ways to coordinate 
more planned, demand-side economics and more egalitarian poli- 
tics). In such a time, it becomes ever more urgent for those com- 
mitted to full democratizing to probe the dynamics of alienation, 
inauthenticity, and the appearance of responsiveness. There is par- 
ticular need for a disciplined new Center—Left to expose how mass- 
media politics and economics may develop new ways to manipulate 
electorates. 
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oa the past quarter century it has become increasingly ap- 
parent that the Protestant era in American religious historiog- 
raphy is ending. Not surprisingly, this change in the scholarly 
endeavor roughly coincides with a large-scale alteration in the con- 
figuration of American religious life. A decline in Protestant influ- 
ence since World War | has accompanied the coming-of-age of 
Roman Catholicism and Judaism, the growth of formerly marginal 
sects and cults, the rise of new religious movements, and the in- 
creasing secularization of major sectors of American culture. The 
emerging scholarly interpretations of what has been taking place 
have commonly referred to the notions of post-Protestant, post- 
Christian, and post-Christendom America. These ‘post’ labels nat- 
urally presuppose an earlier Protestant-Christian-Christendom 
identity of American civilization that no longer exists as it once did, 
despite the fact that Christianity remains vigorously alive in the 
nation.! 

One primary source for documenting the premodern Protestant- 
Chnistian-Christendom perception of America’s fundamental reli- 
gious identity is a century-long Protestant tradition of American 
religious historiography. Its major historians included Robert Baird, 
who published Religion in America in 1843 in Scotland (reprinted the 
following year in America); Philip Schaff, whose lectures in Ger- 
many on America were translated and published in the United States 
in 1855; Daniel Dorchester, whose massive survey of.Christianity in 
the United States from the First Settlement Down to the Present Time first 
appeared in 1888; Leonard Woolsey Bacon, who published A History 
of American Christianity in 1897; and William Warren Sweet, whose 
first edition of The Story of Religions in America was published first 
in 1930 and revised in 1939 and 1950.? 
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From a Reformation Protestant heritage perspective, this succes- 
sion of historians interpreted the American nation as a frontier of 
Western civilization and the unfolding of purified Christendom in 
a new age. American Christendom, unlike the Christian tradition 
in the European nations, traced roots not directly to medieval Ca- 
tholicism but to sixteenth- through eighteenth-century Protestant- 
ism primarily through the Reformed tradition. Bacon thus associ- 
ated Columbus's “timely discovery of the western hemisphere, in 
its relation to church history,’ to the closing of the fifteenth-century 
“dense darkness that goes before the dawn’ of sixteenth-century 
Reformation—both Catholic and Protestant. Then as the Reforma- 
tion and counter-Reformation drama unfolded in the Americas, 
wrote Schaff, ‘the ecclesiastical life of North America [struck] its 
deepest roots in those mighty religious and civil contests, which 
shook England in the seventeenth century.’’? Protestant England 
won major victories and made the dominant religious imprint in 
those Atlantic coastal regions of North America that eventually were 
to become the United States of America. 

The emergence of Protestant New England in a territory sur- 
rounded by Spanish and French Catholic entrenchments thus began 
American religious history proper. New Spain and New France fit 
into this conceptual framework, if at all, as the vanquished front 
line of Roman Catholic crusading forces whose subsequent influ- 
ence in American religious history would be nil. Their grandiose 
historic presence in North America (something of a romantic anti- 
quarian curiosity) accentuated the fact that in the face of this seem- 
ingly insurmountable obstacle, Anglo-Saxon Protestantism never- 
theless was destined to win the battle for religious foundation and 
identity of the new nation. ‘New England bore the brunt of the 
struggle,’’ wrote Sweet, and, of course, gained the final victory.‘ 

The odds against this victory appeared so great to the nineteenth- 
century historians that only their theological sense of providence 
provided an idiom through which they could make their historic 
accounts credible to readers of their day. Although Schaff, Dorch- 
ester, and Bacon agreed with Baird's belief in “that superintending 
Providence which rules in all things,” they found in America’s 
religious beginnings an extraordinary example of God’s mysterious 
control of human history. New Spain and New France thus prefaced 
American religious history through their ‘‘providential prepara- 
tions” of the New World for the coming migration of the settlers 
of destiny. That this later migration did not begin until England 
had become a Protestant nation secured the Protestant destiny of 
America; for ‘in the pangs of the Reformation a new people was 
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begotten,’’ explained Dorchester, “‘with new ideas, invested with 
loftier prerogatives and aims, and intended by Providence to found 
in the New World a great Christian Republic, one of the mightiest 
agencies in human progress.” 


While thirst for gold, lust for power and love of daring adventure 
served the Providential purpose of opening the New World to 
papal Europe, and Roman Catholic colonies were successfully 
planted in some portions, the territory originally comprised within 
the United States was mysteriously guarded and reserved for an- 
other—a prepared people. 


This “prepared people’ who comprised, in Bacon’s words, “‘a series 
of disconnected [British Protestant] plantations along the Atlantic 
seaboard, established as if at haphazard, without plan or mutual 
preconcert ... unsustained by government arms or treasurers 

’ miraculously overcame the Spanish and French contenders 
for the control of Christendom.’ Henceforth the original Anglo- 
Saxon Protestant carriers of European religion to the New World 
would permeate the historical accounts of America’s religious life 
and thought. 

Dorchester considered it ‘““one of the marvels of the age that the 
United States [did not become] a Roman Catholic country” because 
until the end of the eighteenth century ‘scarcely a Protestant existed 
within those extensive domains” of North America occupied and 
controlled by Spain and France.*® Yet across those extensive domains 
the American churches, developing from primarily Anglo-Saxon 
Protestant rootage, expanded westward from the Atlantic to the 
Pacific as an aggressive missionary and benevolent force, combating 
“infidelity,” ‘“‘barbarism,’”’ and ‘“‘Romanism’”’ every step of the way. 
In a nation rescued from Roman Catholicism, little more need be 
said about the French and Spanish cultural accretions along west- 
ward trails. As the midnineteenth century approached, Baird was 
prepared to call the United States ‘‘the most powerful of all Prot- 
estant Kingdoms. . . a great Protestant Empire.” 


The religion of the overwhelming majority, and which may there- 
fore be called national, is, in all essential points, what was taught 
by the great Protestant Reformers of the sixteenth century. 

Our national character is that of the Anglo-Saxon race, which still 
predominates among us in consequence of its original preponder- 
ancy in the colonization of the country, and of the energy which 
forms its characteristic distinction. 


Likewise, Schaff described America as “‘a land thoroughly Protes- 
tant, almost to an extreme,” 


since Protestantism embraces not merely the large majority of the 
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population, but is the source, at the same time, of all its social and 
political principles; in fine, is interwoven most intimately with the 
entire national life, and goes hand in hand with all the nobler 
struggles after freedom and ideas of progress.’ 


Within this ‘‘great Protestant Empire’ the Roman Catholic church 
of English ancestry, quite distinct from the once-feared colonial 
French and Spanish powers, began to thrive with the accession of 
Irish and German Catholic immigrants arriving in large numbers 
during the antebellum period. American-born Anglo-Saxon Cath- 
olics could be accepted as innocent enough, but immigrant Catholics 
introduced foreign political and religious ‘‘elements.”” In a funda- 
mentally Protestant land American Catholics might be viewed as 
a challenging minority current within a religious mainstream or 
even aS a separate stream running alongside a rushing river. By 
midcentury it had become clear to Baird “that the Roman Catholic 
Church [had] gained a firm and extensive footing in the United 
States,”’ that all Protestant denominations were concerned about its 
influence, and that one could not predict how well the immigrant 
Catholics would fit into the American political environment. Many 
Protestants, even those not involved in the unfortunate anti-Cath- 
olic nativist movement, wondered if their republic thereby was 


endangered by a foreign-based power structure. According to 
Schaff, 


The public opinion, formed under the influence of Puritanism, 
regards Romanism, whether justly or unjustly, as the veritable 
Antichrist, Intolerance and Persecution personified, a system of 
the most terrible spiritual despotism, which, if successfully estab- 
lished, would also annihilate all political freedom and arrest the 
progress of history. Hence the more this church grows . . . the 
more do national jealousy and hatred, which have already found 
vent in manifold riotous proceedings, increase also. 


Dorchester recorded that ‘‘the Pope divided the United States into 
six ecclesiastical provinces, with suffragen dioceses, thus inaugu- 
rating among the simple republican institutions of the United States 
a hierarchical organization of bishops and archbishops, with miters 
and pompous forms.” Bacon pointed to the conservative adherence 
to Roman papal power by the American Catholic church which, 
unlike some European state church traditions that ‘give an effective 
check to the absolute power of Rome,’’ could not identify with the 
United States government. Ironically, therefore, Protestant fears of 
a Roman power in their midst plus their anti-Catholic attitudes 
helped to strengthen American Catholic loyalty to Rome. ‘The 
conditions were favorable for the development of a race prejudice 
aggravated by religious antipathy.” In Bacon’s judgment, moreover, 
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“the presence of a great foreign vote, easily manipulated and cast 
in block, was proving a copious source of political corruption. 
... The conditions provoked, we [Bacon] might say necessitated, 
a political reform movement, which took the name and character 
of ‘Native American.’”” Sweet labeled the anti-Catholic Know-Noth- 
ing movement “unjust and ill-timed”’; and ‘‘in spite of such attempts 
to resist the growth and influence of Catholicism in the United 
States, their numbers were increasing by leaps and bounds.’’ 

The real danger, however, was home based and homebred, 
though originally imported: Slavery qualified national Christian 
pretensions and divided the republic on bloody battlefields. Slavery 
superceded nativist concerns and received the historians’ most vir- 
ulent comments, each writing from a Northern perspective. Baird 
thought of slavery as ‘‘an accursed inheritance which the Old World 
bequeathed to the New.” Schaff referred to slavery as “the political 
and social canker, the tendo-Achilles, in the otherwise vigorous sys- 
tem of the United States [that] contradicts alike its own republican 
symbol and the spirit of Christianity and philanthropy.” Looking 
back, Bacon recognized “that horrible and inhuman form of slavery 
which had drawn upon itself the condemnation of the civilized 
world.” In the Civil War, concluded Dorchester, ‘‘the main arteries 
[of slavery] were opened and the monster at last succumbed.’”? 

Once through the valley of the shadow of death leading to Ap- 
pomattox, during which time the nation was tested for its integrity 
and endurance, the Protestant Empire North and South resumed 
its expansion to the Pacific and into new urban, industrial, and 
intellectual frontiers. The religious foundation had been laid, sturdy 
walls and roof built, and the mighty storm weathered. ‘The dis- 
cipline of the war proved a tonic to languid moral nature,” thought 
Dorchester; ‘“conscience was quickened and moral perceptions be- 
came clearer.’’ Equally certain though more sober, Bacon concluded 
that “the war was a rude school of theology, but it taught some 
things well. The church had need of all that it could learn, in 
preparation for the tasks and trials that were before it.” 

It now remained to insulate the Protestant establishment from 
new, challenging elements both outside and within. Prospering 
American Protestantism during its late nineteenth-century “halcyon 
years’’ met foes through crusading missions at home and abroad, 
optimistic that it stood at the precipice of a glorious though mys- 
terious new era destined to reach global proportions. “To high 
Christian faith,” extolled Dorchester, “our Country is the ridge of 
destiny, where Christianity has already won some of its greatest 
triumphs, and is destined to achieve still grander victories.’’ For 
Bacon the future appeared more mysterious but no less hopeful, 
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due to ‘the great providential preparations as for some ‘divine 
event’ still hidden behind the curtain that is about to rise on the 
new century.” Even for Sweet, writing thirty years later during “‘the 
age of big business,” after World War J and on the eve of the Great 
Depression, closed his story of religions in America with a note 
celebrating the splendid vision of Protestant unity: ‘There is every 
indication among all the Protestant churches, great and small, that 
the day of contented separation is fully passed and there is un- 
doubtedly a growing will to, as well as an enlarging expectation of, 
union.”’" 

Religion in America never has been limited to Protestant Chris- 
tianity, of course, and each of the historians under consideration 
took account of the varieties of religious life and thought that flour- 
ished under conditions of religious freedom and voluntarism. While 
celebrating these conditions as the best possible environment for 
the growth of evangelical denominations, the historians rather 
grudgingly accepted concomitant success of ‘‘unevangelical denom- 
inations” and “heresies” (Baird), “divergent currents’’ and ‘‘con- 
vergent currents” (Dorchester), major and minor sects (Bacon), and 
“the strange and unusual religious movements,” the ‘‘extrava- 
gances” and “‘fads” and, by implication, insane Christians (Sweet). 
Schaff and Bacon, with a broad understanding and deep appreci- 
ation of the larger contours of church history, were less inclined 
than were Baird, Dorchester, and Sweet to criticize any particular 
Christian expression, including established church traditions as well 
as extreme sectarianism, because all contained some essential 
expression of the total historical body of Christ. This conviction, 
however, somewhat qualified their enthusiasm for complete reli- 
gious freedom, with its scandal of disunity, without equal antici- 
pation of the reunion of Christendom.” 

Baird and Sweet, whose interests went beyond Christianity, treat- 
ed Jews briefly with polite respect. But harsh judgments were de- 
livered to Mormonism, Adventism, Spiritualism, and Christian Sci- 
ence. Of these the Mormons received the most scathing attacks. 
Baird called them ‘a body of ignorant creatures’ deluded by the 
“cunning” of their leaders who were “atrocious imposters’” whose 
“hope of founding a vast empire in the Western hemisphere soon 
[would] vanish away.” Schaff pleaded that America not be judged 
“in any way by this irregular growth.”” Dorchester had seen Mor- 
monism grow into ‘‘an ecclesiastical despotism of immense strength,” 
but concluded that it was ‘only a local ulcer” with ‘‘no sure lease 
of the future.” Bacon, describing Mormonism as ‘a system of gross, 
palpable imposture contrived by a disreputable adventurer, Joe 
Smith,’”’ who “drew a number of honest dupes into the train of the 
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knavish leaders,” took the Utah empire seriously, yet judged it 
“only incidentally that the strange story of the Mormons” (whom 
he did not classify as Christians) ‘is connected with the history of 
American Christianity.” % 

Roman Catholicism demanded more serious attention. Even in 
1843 it had become apparent that the Roman Catholic church was 
becoming more than incidental to American religious history. Baird 
placed Roman Catholics in the highest class of ‘“unevangelical de- 
nominations,’ above the Unitarians and Universalists whom he 
castigated as dangerous heretics. Roman Catholics, who held true 
doctrines but ‘“buried’’ them “amid the rubbish of multiplied human 
traditions,’”” had increased enough in number to arouse Protestant 
fears of ““Romanism” by the midnineteenth century. Schaff felt that 
“on the free Republican and Puritanic soil of North America, the 
Roman Catholic Church with its medieval traditions, centralized 
priestly government, and extreme conservatism [was] almost an 
anomaly.”” For Catholicism to succeed in America, therefore, it 
would have to ‘assume a more liberal character’ and “more or less 
approach evangelical Protestantism.” Later in the century, Dor- 
chester perceived the large growth of Roman Catholicism to be “one 
of the striking religious phenomena of this century’’ and something 
of a threat to free institutions. Bacon, appreciative of the virtues in 
each historic Christian body, found some in ‘‘the Roman system” 
of order and stability; and in Protestant American environment he 
expected the Roman Catholic Church to be ‘modified for the bet- 
ter.” Yet he found ‘the Catholic advance in America” not especially 
successful, for the nation remained solidly Protestant. Whereas 
Sweet noted that in 1890 “all the great cities throughout the country 
had become centers of Catholic influence and power,” he all but 
omitted reference to Roman Catholicism as the story of religions 
moved through the first quarter of the twentieth century." 

The great tradition of religion in America, to these its historians, 
was Protestant to the core. Regardless of the remarkable growth of 
other Christian traditions, as well as the growing presence of Ju- 
daism, Protestantism remained the constant point of reference and 
primary subject of discussion from beginning to end. Other religions 
were considered marginal, with no significant place in the overall 
scheme of American religious history.'5 Protestantism, in fact, 
seemed to provide the clue to the nature and destiny of the nation 
itself. 


The notion that there should be an evolving national story with 
historical direction and meaning has been a peculiarly Judeo-Chris- 
tian notion, even more a Western European Christendom notion, 
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and most of all a Reformed Protestant and even British Puritan 
notion. The Anglo-Saxon Protestant creation of an American epic 
endured partly because these people represented the majority and 
the power during the time of national pregnancy, birth, and early 
nurture. The meaning of America thus developed according to their 
own sense of identity including heritage and destiny. Distinctive 
to this identity was a nationalistic modification of the Augustinian 
(The City of God) theological foundation of medieval Christendom 
expressed in British millennial eschatology. To Americans of this 
heritage, England’s sacred covenant to be the New Israel had abort- 
ed, whereupon the mission transferred to the New World. 

In fact, the New World transcended the Puritan vision of its 
meaning, despite the permeating force of Puritanism in colonial 
America. The First Amendment to the Constitution both reflected 
and encouraged a free-developing religious diversity. The Enlight- 
enment atmosphere facilitated an emerging democratic ideology 
that defined the new nation as a social experiment grounded in the 
free play of natural law and human reason. Various kinds of Amer- 
icans could embrace this national ideology as divinely ordained. 
Nevertheless, British-rooted Protestantism and its appropriation of 
this civil religious ideology weighed heavily on the developing 
nineteenth-century American mind and institutions.'* Protestants 
influenced public schools, political forces, popular media, and lit- 
erature. Protestants wrote American history in their own image and 
their religious history in a national image. 

It seems clear that, in fact, Protestantism dominated the early 
decades of nineteenth-century American religious life and thought 
and that it penetrated the developing culture and ethos of the new 
nation. Near the end of the century Dorchester and Bacon recog- 
nized new challenges to Protestant dominance, but the churches 
expressed enough vigor and optimism to convince these historians 
that Protestantism would maintain itself. Writing after World War 
I, however, Sweet could see the widening cracks in the Protestant 
empire, and he expressed the defensive Protestant posture common 
during the mid-1920s through the 1950s. Historically he viewed the 
quarter century preceding the Civil War as an “era of religious 
chaos,” during which time popular alternatives to the ‘’sane” Prot- 
estant churches ran rampant. Yet Sweet could not quite recognize 
the profound and long-range implications of new religious currents 
that appeared later in the nineteenth century and that by World 
War IJ had contributed to the virtual demise of Protestant American 
Christendom.” 

Nevertheless, with good reason and credibility did Protestants 
express optimistic enthusiasm during the post-Civil War half-cen- 
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tury, for they prospered from the prominent position they had 
gained in American society and had reason to believe that new 
challenges to their position could be overcome with sufficient com- 
mitment and organization. American Protestant national identity 
entered the twentieth century with nearly unchecked self-confi- 
dence. During World War I, public Protestant rhetoric most fer- 
vently tended to confuse American civil ideology with Christianity 
in a crusading fashion that approached sheer nationalistic cultism. 
But these public displays during World War I do not mean that 
Protestants controlled the national religious mind, mood, or culture. 
Other religious traditions long had been coming of age. True, Prot- 
estants continued to own the nation in their own minds and ac- 
cording to their public affirmation and actions until well into the 
twentieth century. Some even identified themselves as the “Moral 
Majonty” during the 1980 presidential election. But the historio- 
graphical question that has accompanied Protestantism’s ‘drift and 
indecision” asks if that which Protestants have thought and said 
about themselves with regard to the nation should any longer com- 
mand inherent primacy among the variety of religious data available 
to historians concerned about the whole unfolding story of religion 
in America.® 

Even as William Warren Sweet's Protestant-oriented interpreta- 
tion of American religious history enjoyed the “standard account”’ 
status for some thirty years, younger historians with a mid twentieth 
century perspective were laying groundwork for a new interpre- 
tation of the story.’ Not only did they challenge Sweet's frontier 
orientation by rejuvenating attention to European influence in 
American religion, but they also developed a theme of the decline 
of Protestant influence in the twentieth century, and this insight 
began to alter the whole sense of American religious history. As 
major new histories began to appear during the 1960s, the end of 
Protestant America was virtually announced by authors tracing the 
period of Protestant ‘sickness unto death” roughly through their 
own lifetimes. 

If the Protestant era in American religious historiography has 
ended, however, the new era remains in its dawning stage. A 
Protestant hegemony persists. All of the new comprehensive his- 
tories of religion in America are the products of Protestant inter- 
preters, including Clifton E. Olmstead, Winthrop S. Hudson, Edwin 
S. Gaustad, Sydney E. Ahlstrom, and Robert T. Handy.” Further- 
more, specialized interpretations of religion in America by such 
scholars as Sidney E. Mead, William A. Clebsch, and William G. 
McLoughlin concentrate almost exclusively on Protestantism.”! 
Winthrop S. Hudson, Martin E. Marty, and Robert T. Handy have 
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written creative new historical interpretations of American Protes- 
tantism.” Yet it is striking that this plethora of Protestant-oriented 
scholarship has contributed heavily to our growing awareness of 
the larger than Protestant meaning of American religious history. 
Quite simply, it no longer will be historically satisfying to mold the 
whole interpretative framework of American religious history on 
the changing fortunes of popular main-line Protestant denomina- 
tions and evangelical movements. Long ago these ceased to rep- 
resent the normative religion of the American people. Surely the 
rise and decline of Protestant America is a true story; but it is not 
the whole story or the only way to interpret the history of religion 
in America. 


From an international as well as domestic or even indigenous 
perspective, religion in America offers a variety that seriously chal- 
lenges the great tradition of Anglo-Saxon Protestant-oriented his- 
toriography. Those who fought for their rights as Englishmen must 
always remain central to the story, but other characters deserve a 
large share of the spotlight. 

The historiographical problem is not simply the fact of American 
religious pluralism. Pluralism per se is not unique to America. Rath- 
er, the problem is how pluralism fits into the whole historical inter- 
pretation. Winthrop S. Hudson, for example, sees pluralism pri- 
marily as a post-Civil War development in American religion but 
not becoming a significant factor until after World War I. He weighs 
heavily the size and public influence of a religion in gauging its 
historical significance as well as its entrance into the narrative. 
“Late-blooming” religious groups, such as Judaism, therefore, are 
“deferred to the period when they began to loom large on the 
American scene.” At some points, however, Hudson pays special 
attention to origins in interpreting a religion. The Mormons, for 
example, are discussed only in terms of the origin and early de- 
velopment of the church (until 1870), even though not until well 
into the twentieth century did Mormonism begin to loom large on 
the American scene.” 

In one important respect origins dominate the story as a whole. 
Hudson refers to the period of American origins for the touchstone 
of the nation’s religious history. He understands those origins to 
have been fundamentally Protestant-rooted, including the Enlight- 
enment.** American religious history thus primarily traces the rise 
and decline of this identifiable Protestantism. Consequently, Prot- 
estant development away from its Reformation orientation in the- 
ology and practice marks the emergence of American (versus Eu- 
ropean) culture-religion. This is Protestantism on the decline, losing 
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its true identity amid the growing strength of other religious iden- 
titiess? 

The appearance of Hudson’s Religion in America in 1965 success- 
fully replaced Sweet's interpretation of ‘‘the story” and set forth a 
new framework upon which others have built. Pluralism has de- 
manded increasing attention. If the nature of religious origins does 
not remain central to the entire historical interpretation, the rising 
pluralism of religious life and thought rather than the declining 
traditions may assume a greater share of the historian’s attention. 
The essential nature of religion in America as well as the nation’s 
“soul’’ may be discovered not in what was being lost so much as 
what was emerging. In his preface to A Religious History of America, 
Edwin S. Gaustad seems to imply an interpretative framework based 
on emerging religion by disclaiming “the decline and fall of archaic 
forms’” as a guide to the story. Although some rising religious forms 
receive little sustained attention in his account (Mormons, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, Dispensationalists, for example), Gaustad covers a wide 
religious territory and presents a stimulating panoramic view of 
religious life in twentieth-century America. In A Religious History of 
the American People, Sydney E. Ahlstrom intended to balance the 
Anglo-Saxon Protestant ‘‘mainstream’”’ with ‘the radical diversity 
of American religious movements.” Yet the destiny of Protestantism 
remains even in this book the primary framework for tracing Amer- 
ican religious history to its post-Protestant era, which does not 
finally blossom until after 1960. Consequently twentieth-century 
Judaism, Roman Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy, harmonial reli- 
gions, and black religions are discussed in separate chapters follow- 
ing twelve chapters in which the historical context is presented in 
terms of Protestant life and thought. Nevertheless, Ahlstrom’s mas- 
terful narrative has greatly advanced the historiographical enter- 
prise beyond its Protestant era by incorporating a wide variety of 
significant actors in the drama of pluralistic religious Americana.” 

ROMAN CATHOLIC AMERICANS. Another tradition of Ameri- 
can religious historiography has developed alongside the one dom- 
inated by Protestant identity. Its great historian is John Tracy Ellis, 
who succeeds such scholars as John Gilmary Shea, Thomas 
O’Gorman, and Theodore Maynard.” Until recently, American 
Catholic historiography has concentrated on its church as perse- 
cuted and alienated within a Protestant-dominated nation. Almost 
by necessity this has been a denominational history responding to 
the neglect of Roman Catholicism in the general survey histories of 
religion in the United States. Protestantism appears, especially in 
the earlier Catholic studies, usually as an oppressive foe in the 
struggle for Christendom. Much Catholic historiography thus ex- 
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presses the defensive posture of its church in America throughout 
most of its history. Against Protestant historians’ fears, insinua- 
tions, and accusations, Catholic historians have defended the com- 
patibility of their church with their nation, the primacy of their 
church vis-a-vis Protestant claims, and the amazing growth of their 
church against great odds into an aggressive, national, religious 
force. 

By the end of the nineteenth century the Roman Catholic Church 
had become, in O’Gorman’s words, “a huge fact in the life of the 
republic.” He concluded his study confident ‘that the Catholic 
Church is in accord with Christ’s revelation, with American liberty, 
and is the strongest moral power for the preservation of the republic 
from the new social dangers that threaten the United States as well 
as the whole civilized World.” As the twentieth century progressed, 
Catholic triumphalism gained confidence. In 1941 Theodore May- 
nard wrote with conviction that ‘‘except for isolated ‘fundamental- 
ists’—and these are pretty thoroughly discredited and without in- 
tellectual leadership—Catholicism could cut through Protestantism 
as through so much butter.” * Protestants and Catholics frequently 
have been at each other's throats during their American experience, 
which has affected their historical memories. The twentieth-century 
Catholic search for unity, identity, and power in America finally 
gave way to an upheaval during the 1960s leaving the church in a 
state of confusion similar to much of Protestantism.** The American 
Christendom mentality thus has been Catholic as well as Protestant, 
even though the demise of Protestant America did not result in the 
establishment of Catholic America. 

The post-Vatican II atmosphere is opening American Catholic 
history to new scholarly interpretation. From the Enlightenment to 
nineteenth-century missions and popular revivalism through twen- 
tieth-century progressive reform and intellectual renaissance, the 
American religious “mainstream” is being traced through its emerg- 
ing Catholic expression.* Even more significant than new histories 
of American Catholicism, however, would be the appearance of a 
history of religion in America written by a Roman Catholic historian. 
Such an account would be especially enlightening if the Spanish 
and French presence in the North American territories surrounding 
the British Colonies were woven into the fabric of subsequent re- 
ligious life in the nation in appropriate fashion. 

The old Spanish culture from Florida westward through Texas, 
New Mexico, and California never evaporated. It haunts the South- 
west and is reborn in modern Hispanic Catholicism, which repre- 
sents a rapidly increasing proportion of all American Roman Cath- 
olics.*" Moreover, the Spanish presence remained not only as a 
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factor in American manifest destiny ideology and emotion at least 
through the Spanish American War of 1898, but also as a point of 
heritage contact for the diverse Roman Catholic Church struggling 
for its place in the new nation. Likewise French Catholicism left its 
permanent mark in territories north, west, and south of New Eng- 
land; and very early in the nineteenth century new French immi- 
grant priests and laity became important links with the former New 
France as well as assets to the British-rooted Catholic Church in 
America. Meanwhile, whereas Spanish Catholicism mixed with 
American Indian spirituality in the Southwest, French Catholicism 
mixed with African spirituality of Haitian émigrés in the Louisiana 
Territory by the end of the eighteenth century. When all is consid- 
ered, in the long run, these Spanish and French Catholic plantings 
in North America are significant ingredients of American religious 
history. John Tracy Ellis cautiously suggests the connection: 


The favored position of Catholics in Spanish and French colonies 
was not the source from which the main stream of American 
Catholic life took its rise. Rather it was the minority group along 
the Atlantic coastline that set the pattern for future Catholic de- 
velopment, a development destined to reach out to the West and 
South in the early nineteenth century and there be joined by the 
descendants of the Spaniards and French where Catholic elements 
fused on the distant frontiers.” 


To take ‘the distant frontiers” seriously is to recognize that be- 
yond the relative attention given to Protestant or Catholic ingre- 
dients per se in American religious history loom more far-reaching 
historiographical considerations. Historians have debated the de- 
gree to which religion in America has its antecedents in Europe, 
thus qualifying its truly innovative expressions. Preoccupation with 
European-rooted Christianity has limited this debate to an unfor- 
tunate provincialism. In fact, both the distinctive quality of Amer- 
ican religion and its international dimensions demand attention 
beyond exclusively European antecedents. The fact that contem- 
porary South American liberation theologians are providing a major 
source and inspiration for creative theological construction in the 
United States and the fact that Asian and South African theologians 
likewise are influencing North American theologians stimulate the 
historiographical imagination. If one visualizes American religious 
history from a far Western perspective, for example, one discovers 
that the rich and varied culture of the Californios left a permanent 
Spanish-Mexican-Indian legacy. Hispanic Catholicism rather than 
British Puritanism permeated the historic atmosphere of California. 
After midnineteenth century not only European-rooted settlers but 
also Afro-American pioneers and Asian immigrants added tremen- 
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dous complexity to the religious culture of the nation from its Pacific 
basin side. 

AFRO-AMERICANS. African antecedents to American religious 
life first arrived through channels of the Atlantic community. Black 
religious identity in America cannot be understood apart from the 
African heritage of black people who came to the New World un- 
willingly as slaves in chains. Unlike Europeans, Africans did not 
come to America for social, political, economic, or religious freedom. 
To the contrary, Africans lost their freedom in America. Not only 
did their American religious sensibility assume a liberation orien- 
tation from the beginning, but it also blended African spirituality 
with European-rooted Christianity. This unique religious identity 
and formation thus originated in America under slave conditions. 
Whereas European-rooted Christianity permeated the dominant 
cultural traditions and social institutions of the nation, African- 
rooted religion in America had to exist more as an underground 
movement in a minority subculture almost invisible to white society. 
Accordingly, black religious culture barely received notice during 
the Protestant era of American religious historiography.* 

The entire spectrum of black religious expression, if allowed to 
extend beyond the status of sidelights off center stage, might have 
far-reaching effects in the whole story of religion in American his- 
tory.** Historically developing adaptations of African religiosity to 
American environment interacted, for example, with traditional 
white Protestant and Roman Catholic Christianity, in some ways 
distinct from these two traditions while expressing possible linkages 
between them. Black church traditions do not look to the sixteenth- 
century European Reformation—Counter-Reformation heritage for 
their vital roots in the same manner that white Protestants and 
Roman Catholics experience their historic identities. Essentially, 
black churches are eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Christian 
traditions in origin whose previous heritage leads to Africa more 
profoundly than to Europe. Although naturally learning Protestant 
or Catholic biases from their white brothers and sisters, black 
American Christians escaped the deeply ingrained European origins 
of this extreme rift within Christendom. In addition, while mani- 
festing much of the traditional Protestant emphasis on ‘‘sacramental 
preaching” and congregational hymn-singing, black churches also 
have expressed the wholeness of a parish ethos that characterized 
much of American immigrant Catholic church life. Generalizations 
about the breakdown of parish structures in American environment 
or about old world characteristics preserved in immigrant church 
ghettos, therefore, must be qualified by the phenomenon of Afro- 
American Christianity. 
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Another generalization that requires qualification to the extent 
that Afro-Americans are considered part of the story is the homo- 
geneity of American civil religion prior to the 1960s. At almost 
every: point those people subjected to racist prejudice and discrim- 
ination, whose roots pass through slavery, have not shared the 
American dream heritage in the manner common to most voluntary 
immigrants to America. Neither the enlightened philosophy of nat- 
ural rights nor the Puritan version of God’s new Israel had included 
black people. To them manifest destiny, Christian Americanization, 
and the symbols of American democratic faith included oppres- 
sion—the object of extreme prophetic judgment. 

ASIAN-AMERICANS. Not all voluntary immigrants escaped the 
plague of racism. Asians arrived much later in America than did 
Africans, and most of them first touched western rather than eastern 
shores. In the middle of the nineteenth century Philip Schaff noted 
that “all Christian denominations and sects, except the Oriental, 
have settled in the United States.” Shortly thereafter this exception 
would not hold, for Chinese immigrants began arriving, followed 
later by Japanese and by other Asian peoples still later. “Hitherto 
Christian civilization has had all the disadvantages of contact with 
paganism on its own soil by a few missionaries and merchants,” 
wrote a Presbyterian missionary in the 1880s, ‘but here, for the first 
time, paganism comes as a visitor upon Christian soil, and sojourns 
for awhile amid the genius and spirit of our Gospel institutions.” ”” 
Thus was expressed a common American Christian perception of 
the newly arrived Asians, whose “non-Christian” religious and 
cultural patterns added a fundamentally new ingredient to the 
American “melting pot.’’ Most American denominations evange- 
lized the Asian immigrants, thinking that they eventually would 
return to whence they came perhaps as Christian missionaries; they 
usually did not escape the racist attitudes of white Americans gen- 
erally. 

Asian immigration into the United States has continued to make 
an impact on American religious life, despite immigration laws of 
the 1920s. The Second World War ushered in a new era of mobility 
and migration of peoples from Asia and the Pacific Islands. Follow- 
ing the Korean War, Korean immigration to America has increased 
in number, many bringing their Christian ties with them—ties root- 
ed originally in European and American missions of an earlier time 
yet distinctively Korean in identity. A recent religious phenomenon 
of wide notice combining Buddhism, Confucianism, and Shaman- 
ism with Christianity in America, arriving from Korea first in Eu- 
gene, Oregon, in 1959 via the missionary Young On Kim, is the 
Unification Church. Having developed a primary base in the San 
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Francisco Bay Area during the 1960s, the Unification Church has 
gained solid footing in major cities throughout the nation and now 
exists in 120 countries around the globe.* 

Asian-Americans do not appear in the general accounts of Amer- 
ican religious history. No subject deserves the American religious 
historian’s attention more than does the Asian presence, for no 
subject has been so ignored. Buddhism in America, a century-long 
history, has attracted some scholarly attention.** But the rich story 
of developing Asian Christian life and thought will have to be 
researched nearly from scratch.* From their Pacific Coast centers, 
spreading throughout the nation, the variety of Asian-American 
communities has manifested significant exceptions to the European 
nature of American culture. Their religious history, too, is part of 
the larger story. 

AMERICAN INDIANS. The most thorough exceptions to Amer- 
ican religious antecedents abroad are those whose roots lead to the 
tribal peoples of the New World who greeted newcomers from 
lands across the seas. American Indians did not share the heritage 
or the destiny—surely not the rights—of Englishmen. Nor have 
American Indians received their share of attention from American 
religious historians. William Warren Sweet and his predecessors 
referred to them periodically as objects of Christian missions. Al- 
though often remarkably resistant to Christian evangelism, Amer- 
ican Indians did eventually become at least nominally Christian in 
fairly large numbers. Their expression of Christianity usually related 
to tribal ceremonial practices and beliefs, a phenomenon generally 
ignored by American religious historians.*! Yet the North American 
Indians always have represented an indomitable alternative to all 
forms of Judeo-Christian imports. Given the nature of their en- 
counter with aggressive immigrant cultural forces, it is remarkable 
that American Indians—their cultures and their religions—have 
persisted. Religion in America properly begins with tribal religions 
of the native peoples; and these never should be lost sight of 
throughout the story to the present. 

American Indians have offered a cultural-religious alternative to 
Western Judeo-Christian modes of thought and action. The differ- 
ence has not been primarily a theological conception of divinity as 
much as it has pertained to cultural world views. This difference 
in world views has been described in terms of the Western Judeo- 
Christian historical orientation as over against the American Indian 
aloofness from historical thought: ‘time is regarded as all-important 
by Christians, and it has a casual importance, if any, among the 
tribal peoples.” More significant to the latter is space: ‘“American 
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Indians hold their lands—places—as having the highest possible 
meaning.’ 

Space has been an important reality to both cultures; the differ- 
ence is what space has meant and how it has been utilized. Con- 
fronting the predominant religious belief in dominion and destiny 
that ‘built this nation’ through a passionate ethic of work and 
technology is the American Indian belief in the sacredness of space 
that might help stimulate a passion for preserving the nation in its 
natural as well as technological wholeness. As land and natural 
resources begin to run out, the new Americans who once enjoyed 
too much space and too little time to integrate tribal peoples into 
a nation-building program now may begin to consider how those 
pushed-aside ‘‘teachings from the American earth’ offer insights 
for programs of humanization and ecological health. That nature 
itself may be historical, with humanity a responsible natural agent 
of change, is a concept not central to Western Christendom or to 
American Indian heritage, but one that the two traditions in dia- 
logue or dialectic might entertain.* One thing is certain: American 
Indian cultures at the very least offer the historian an authentic 
alternative to any definition of main-line religion in America—an 
alternative of contemporary value that was here first and remained. 


IV 


Roman Catholics, Afro-Americans, Asian-Americans, and Amer- 


ican Indians are but four important actors on the stage of American, 


religious history who play alongside and in interaction with the 
white main-line Protestant majority. Others, such as Jews, Mor- 
mons, and Eastern Orthodox Christians, extend the dimensions of 
the field further. And then, simply to notice the feminine partici- 
pants in all aspects of the story, even more to take their roles 
seriously, would extend the field into hitherto unmapped territories. 
English women as well as English men fought for their rights two 
centuries past, and the women’s struggle has not ceased. ‘’A sur- 
prising feature,” writes Winthrop S. Hudson about his Religion in 
America, ‘is the recurring frequency of women’s names in the nar- 
rative. They appear as founders of religious groups, as leaders of 
humanitarian enterprises, as troublers of the established political 
and ecclesiastical order, as influential literary figures, and as agi- 
tators for woman’s rights. It is surprising because it was uninten- 
tional, and it serves to emphasize how much more needs to be 
done to illumine the role of women in the religious life of the United 
States.” + 

So much more needs to be done, indeed! The emerging new era 
in American religious historiography will have to be intentional 
about integrating women into the story.** The varying and devel- 
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oping roles of women as well as men of all ethnic, racial, and 
religious identities and from all regions of the nation must be illu- 
mined if the distinctive qualities of American religious life and 
thought are to be recognized.* 
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ican countries; moveover, ‘“‘demographic projections based on birth rate and 
immigration indicate that by the year 2000, 50 percent of U.S. Catholics will be 
of Latin American origin.’’ From Enrique Dussel, History and the Theology of 
Liberation: A Latin American Perspective, trans. John Drury (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis 
Books, 1976), p. 171. 

Ellis, American Catholicism, p. 40. 

The nineteenth-century historians ignored black religion. Sweet's four-page 
treatment in The Story of Religions betrays ignorance of black religion and a 
condescending attitude toward black people (pp. 473-476). 

4A significant recent study of religion among Afro-American slaves is Albert 
J. Raboteau, Slave Religion: The ‘Invisible Instifution” in the Antebellum South (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1978). On nineteenth-century American black 
religious life outside of slave conditions, see Larry G. Murphy, ‘Equality Before 
the Law: The Struggle of Nineteenth-Century Black Californians for Social and 
Political Justice,” Ph.D. dissertation, Graduate Theological Union, 1973. On the 
historiographical state of black church studies prior to 1968 see Robert T. Handy, 
“Negro Christianity and American Church History,” in Jerald C. Brauer, ed., 
Reinterpretation in American Church History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1968). Important works published since 1968 are included in Gayraud S. Wilmore 
and James H. Cone, eds., Black Theology: A Documentary History 1966-1979 (New 
York: Orbis Books, 1979). 

See J. Earl! Thompson, Jr., “The Reform of the Racist Religion of the Re- 
public,” in The Religion of the Republic, ed. Smith. 

%Schaff, America: A Sketch, p. 80. 

Ira. M. Condit, Chinese in America: Questions and Answers for Mission Circles 
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and Boards (Philadelphia: Woman’s Foreign Missionary Society of the Presby- 
terian Church, 1886), p. 107. 

*See Michael L. Mickler, “A History of the Unification Church in the Bay 
Area: 1960-1974,” unpublished M.A. thesis, Graduate Theological Union, 1980. 

Three recent studies are Emma McClov Layman, Buddhism in America (Chi- 
cago: Nelson-Hall, 1976); Tetsuden Kashima, Buddhism in America (Westport, 
Conn.: Greenwood, 1977); and Charles Prebish, ‘Reflections on the Transmis- 
sion of Buddhism to America,” in Jacob Needleman and George Baker, eds., 
Understanding the New Religions (New York: The Seabury Press, Inc., A Crossroad 
Book, 1978), pp. 153-172. 

Groundwork is being done by Wesley Woo in his unpublished doctoral 
research papers in the Graduate Theological Union, such as ‘Chinese Churches 
in America, 1880-1920’ (Fall, 1977) and ‘American Cathohcism and Chinese 
Americans, 1850-1890” (Spring, 1977). See also Sumio Koga, comp., A Centennial 
Legacy—History of the Japanese Christian Missions in North America 1877-1977 (Chi- 
cago: Nobart, 1977); and Grant John Hagiva, “Japanese Americans and the 
Christian Church: The Struggle for Identity and Existence,’ unpublished D. Min. 
Thesis, Claremont School of Theology, 1978. 

4 Baird’s account of “the Aborigines of North America,”” which begins his 
history in Religion in America (book 1, chapter 2), is especially noteworthy for its 
description (albeit critical) of Indian culture, including religious beliefs and 
practices. His successors, however, did not retain this interest. Sam D. Gill 
correctly notes that by omitting Indian religions, ‘‘the history of religious studies 
in America has shared in the moods and prejudices of that history,” in “Native 
American Religions,” The Council on the Study of Religion Bulletin, vol. 9 (Decem- 
ber, 1978), p. 128. An important new contnbution is Henry Warner Bowden, 
American Indians and Christian Missions (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1981). 

“Vine Deloria, Jr., God Is Red (New York: Dell Publishing Co., Inc., A Delta 
Book, 1973), pp. 111, 75. On the conception of deity see Paul Radin, ‘““Mon- 
otheism Among American Indians,” in Teachynys from the American Earth: Indian 
Religion and Philosophy, ed. Dennis Tedlock and Barbara Tedlock (New York: W. 
W. Norton & Co., Inc., Liveright, 1975). See also Joseph Epes Brown, The 
Spirituality of the American Indian (Wallingford, Pa.: Pendle Hill Publications, 
1964). In 1844 Baird noted that Indians had ‘‘some notions of a Supreme Power 
which governs the world, and of an Evil Spirit who is the enemy of mankind.” 
He also noted the difference between Indian and European sense of the historical: 
“Even of their origin they have nothing but a confused tradition, not extending 
back beyond three or four generations. As they have no calendars, and reckon 
their years only by the return of certain seasons, so they have no record of their 
past,” Religion in America, book 1, chapter 2. However, that Amerindian religion 
in its own terms may be understood as universal, theistic, historical, and moral 
is argued by Dale Stover, “The Amerindian Liberation of European Religious 
Consciousness,”’ The Council on the Study of Religion Bulletin, vol. 12 (June, 1981). 

®Tedlock, The American Earth. On the historicity of nature concept see Rose- 
mary Radford Ruether, “The Biblical Vision of the Ecological Crisis,’’ Christian 
Century, vol. 95, no. 38 (November 22, 1978), pp. 1129-1132. The space-time 
categories framed the first chapter of Sidney Mead’s The Lively Experiment. The 
American mind has been influenced by Indian culture and has been concerned 
about natural resources. For example, see Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the 
American Mind, rev. ed. (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1973); and 
Eileen Trudeau, ‘A Sense of Place: Changing Symbols of the Land-Person 
Relationship in America,” unpublished M.A. thesis, Graduate Theological 
Union, 1977. 
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“Hudson, Religion in America, p. ix. 

*Two recently published volumes have significantly advanced our knowledge 
and understanding of the roles of women in American religious life and thought: 
Janet Wilson James, ed., Women in American Religion (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 1980); and Rosemary Radford Ruether and Rosemary 
Skinner Keller, eds., Women and Religion in America, Volume 1: The Nineteenth 
Century (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, Inc., 1981). 

4*A major contribution to the expanding field of American religious history 
has been made by Edwin S. Gausted, ed., A Documentary History of Religion in 
America to the Civil War (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1982). 


Revivalism and Millenarianism 
in America 


Jerald C. Brauer 


Av historian who surveys the development and spread of Chris- 
tianity from the seventeenth to the twentieth centuries in Europe 
and North America is struck by the fact of the massive presence of 
revivalism and millenarianism in the United States. Not that it is 
absent from the European and English scene; millenarianism was 
probably more prevalent in seventeenth-century England than in 
the American colonies. Rather revivalism and millenarianism com- 
bined at the time of the Great Awakening in the colonies and 
proceeded to dominate the religious scene in the United States in 
a way unmatched either in England or on the Continent. Why do 
revivalism and millenarianism usually go hand in hand? Does one 
precede the other, or does one actually give birth to the other? Is 
it possible to be a serious millenarian and not be a revivalist, or is 
it possible to be a revivalist and not be a millenarian? 

Before addressing these questions, it is necessary to make clear 
in a very brief way how revivalism and millenarianism are under- 
stood for the purpose of this discussion. Revivalism as a distinct 
movement does not come into being in Christian history until the 
eighteenth century. It begins in the American colonies of New Jersey 
and Massachusetts at approximately the same time the Evangelical 
Awakening in England is triggered by the field preaching of George 
Whitefield and John Wesley. Revivalism draws deeply from Puri- 
tanism and Pietism but develops into a distinct movement of its 
own which comes to have a profound impact on the British scene 
and virtually dominates American Protestantism throughout its his- 
tory.’ 

Revivalism, a particular way of becoming, being, and remaining 
Christian, is distinguished from other forms and types of Chris- 
tianity. The absolute necessity of a personal, highly self-conscious, 
individual conversion experience is the bedrock on which revivalism 
is built. Without such an experience, without being born again, one 
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cannot be a Christian and certainly one cannot minister to others. 
So profound and central is the conversion experience that the whole 
of one’s individual and communal life is utterly determined by it. 
One can clearly mark the day and even the moment that one was 
born again.? 

The whole of the Christian faith is determined by that experience. 
It gives both form and substance to the cult and ritual of Chris- 
tianity—the nature, the content, and the style of the sermon, the 
hymns that are sung, the form and the delivery of prayers, and 
the structure of the worship service itself. All are conditioned by 
the necessity of converting sinners from death to life in Jesus Christ. 
The way Scripture is understood, employed, and handled is deter- 
mined by the centrality of conversion. The very form of the asso- 
ciational life of the Christian community is posited on the assump- 
tion of conversion. No institutional arrangement of the religious 
community, be it Presbyterian, Congregational, or Episcopal, will 
suffice unless it becomes an instrument and bulwark for the con- 
version experience. 

Though Scripture alone is the source of authority for revivalism, 
only the truly converted are in a position to interpret Scripture 
properly; therefore, in a very profound sense, authority itself is 
grounded in the conversion experience. It also provides the dynamic 
for Christian behavior. Revivalism is marked by an oversimplifi- 
cation of ethical problems. Everything is black or white, right or 
wrong, godly or godless, and converted people know exactly which 
is which. The attitude itself is grounded in the conversion experience 
which clearly divides the saved from the damned. 

Beginning with the Great Awakening in the mideighteenth cen- 
tury, revivalism spread through the American scene until it became 
the predominant way of building and sustaining church life in the 
United States. Conversion itself was not the only way one could 
become and remain a Christian. Particularly in Roman Catholicism,‘ 
Lutheranism, Anglicanism, and some Reformed traditions, one was 
baptized into the Christian community as an infant and was nur- 
tured in the faith throughout one’s life. One might or might not 
have a conversion experience, but that was never determinative of 
becoming or remaining Christian. The legitimacy of ministry was 
in no sense determined by the fact of whether or not the priest or 
minister had had a personal conversion experience. But revivalism 
was present in almost all religious communities in America, and it 
totally dominated the Methodist, Baptist, Disciples of Christ, Pen- 
tecostal, Holiness, and black denominations. It made considerable 
inroads into Presbyterianism, Congregationalism, and some prog- 
ress even within Lutheranism. It provided the “great names” for 
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Protestantism, such as Jonathan Edwards, George Whitefield, 
Lyman Beecher, Charles Finney, Dwight Moody, all the way up to 
a contemporary such as Billy Graham. 

Millenarianism, a particular form of Christian eschatology, is 
grounded especially in the books of Daniel and Revelation. It is one 
of the oldest and most pervasive traditions in Christian history, and 
it stretches from Montanists to present-day dispensationalists.° 
Though there was never a time that it was not present in Christian 
history, there were certain periods when it dominated the Christian 
ethos. Only in the past twenty years have historians taken seriously 
the millenarian tradition and recognized its appeal not just for the 
dispossessed or emotionally unbalanced, but also for vast numbers 
of Christians from all walks of life, including the most educated and 
intelligent as well as the unlettered and ignorant. From the mid- 
seventeenth through the early eighteenth century in Britain and the 
United States it grasped the imagination and the commitment of 
such outstanding figures as John Milton, Richard Baxter, Isaac New- 
ton, John Cotton, and Jonathan Edwards.* Few movements could 
claim such distinguished devotees. 

Though millenarians differed profoundly in their interpretation 
of prophecies and in their view of the nature and time of Christ’s 
appearance, they were united in two fundamental beliefs. All of 
them believed that the prophecies in Scripture, particularly those 
in Daniel and the book of Revelation, were directly applicable to 
history—past, present, and/or future. They might disagree in ex- 
actly how these prophecies were to be interpreted and brought to 
bear, but all were engaged equally in an effort to decipher and 
understand them. Also, they were agreed on the reality of a thou- 
sand years’ reign of Christ and its imminent inception. They argued 
over whether Christ would appear prior to the millennium or after 
the conclusion of the millennium, but all agreed that there would 
be a millennium and that it marked the last stage of history prior 
to the creation of a new heaven and a new earth and a final judg- 
ment. 

At what point a clear distinction is made between premillenni- 
alists (those who believed that Christ would come in judgment and 
inaugurate the final thousand years’ reign) and the postmillenni- 
alists (those who believed history had already entered the millen- 
nium and was slowly moving toward the ultimate triumph of Chris- 
tianity which would culminate in the ultimate appearance of the 
Christ at the end of that period) is still open to considerable dis- 
cussion.’ Likewise, the variety of possible interpretations of millen- 
nialism elicits continuing research. Though none of these differ- 
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ences are to be ignored or taken lightly, they are not of central 
importance for this particular paper. 

As one surveys the prevalence of both revivalism and millenni- 
alism in the American scene, one is struck by the fact that they 
appear almost coterminous. So closely have they been intertwined 
that it is probably impossible to unravel them in order to determine 
which might have caused which. Jonathan Edwards stood ina long 
English and New England Puritan tradition when he started to 
speculate about the millennium a good decade prior to the outbreak 
of the revival in his Northhampton parish.’ But it was neither his 
preaching on the millennium nor his views of the millennium that 
triggered the outburst of conversions in his parish. Rather, when 
Edwards came to interpret the significance and the meaning of the 
revivals, millennialism provided him with the framework in terms 
of which he could understand the history of redemption both per- 
sonal and cosmic. From Edwards to Graham and even to Jerry 
Falwell, revivalism and the vast majority of revivalists have been 
millenarians. Why? 

Historically, the millenarian tradition precedes the occurrence of 
revivalism as an ongoing movement in Christian history, but that 
does not mean that millenarianism caused or created revivalism. 
When revivalism first appeared on the American scene, it did not 
have to turn to millenarianism to make sense of itself or to appeal 
to the population, but revivalism did so in the beginning. The 
nature and the structure of each are almost identical, or at least 
sufficiently similar so that it is all but inevitable that they go together. 
The dynamic of each as a form of religious experience is such that 
one almost demands the other so that the two together provide a 
full-orbed religious experience that embraces the individual and the 
entire cosmos. Together revivalism and millenarianism provide re- 
ligious orientation both for the self as individual self and for the 
self in relation to the entire cosmos and its history. 

A careful analysis of the dynamics of individual conversion in 
revivalism demonstrates an exact parallel with the dynamics of 
judgment and salvation of the cosmos as envisioned by millenni- 
alism. Revivalism’s first stage in conversion involves judgment— 
both the judgment of God on the self and subsequent self-judgment 
in light of that." In earlier revivalism this was usually a prolonged 
struggle with peaks and valleys, tension and resolution, a struggle 
between the forces of good and the forces of evil at work in the 
soul of the sinner. This was no gradual growth in grace or a maturing 
of the Christian faith. It was a struggle to the death in which the 
forces of the devil were pitted against the forces of God. The object 
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was to make known to the individual the extent, depth, and per- 
vasiveness of one’s sin. 

The potential convert had to be brought to a knowledge of the 
utter enormity of the power and the hold of the devil and his 
minions of evil. An individual was called upon to look at every 
facet of one’s life and, finally, even at the very core of life itself. 
Step by step, one had to unravel the mystery of sin as it was 
encountered in countless particular sins and finally in the very root 
of sin itself which pervaded the heart of every human being. Such 
a perception did not come easily. Human beings fought it every 
step of the way. The primary purpose of preaching, Bible readings, 
prayer, and consultation was to convict the individual concerning 
the power and the enormity of that sin. Its purpose was clear—to 
make precise and particular the judgment of God against oneself. 

The purpose of the conflict was to lead one to utter despair at the 
sense of one’s total inability to cope with the problem. All the 
individual's pride, assurance, and ability had to die. The object of 
the struggle and conflict was to bring one to the point of death of 
the self, the death of the old Adam. Death of the old self was not 
merely a metaphor; it was to be an existential experience. In extreme 
forms revivalism was marked by people who groaned, wept, shook, 
cried out, or even fell unconscious on the ground as they died to 
the old self."! Without death to sin and self, there could be no new 
life. Nobody could measure the length of time the conflict would 
endure. For most, it was a matter of days or even months, but for 
some it was a matter of years and for others a matter of hours. In 
all cases nobody knew in advance how long the struggle would 
endure, though all knew it was inevitable and that it would end 
only in the death and judgment of the old self. 

Judgmental death of the old self was followed by resurrection 
and the triumph of the spirit. The self was now dead to the old 
Adam and raised anew in Christ. One was reborn, converted from 
death to life. Old things were passed away and all things became 
new; one was a new creature in Christ living a new life. For the 
revivalist this was a peak experience that occurred at a specified 
time and in a particular place. The life, sufferings, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus the Christ were brought to bear personally and 
existentially in the life of the converted one. One no longer lived 
in oneself; one now lived in Christ. This was the center of the 
dynamic of the conversion experience. Everything led up to that 
point, and everything flowed out of that point. This was the judg- 
ment and the resurrection. Previously, one was confused, lost, 
damned, at enmity with oneself and with one’s neighbors. Now 
one was reconciled to God and thus reconciled to self and to neigh- 
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bors. One was born again, with a fresh life to be lived in obedience 
and in gratitude. 

The believer now entered a third stage in the dynamic of con- 
version, the stage of the new life in Christ, a life which exhibited 
either a steady growth in grace or even a life of perfection as a result 
of the indwelling Spirit. Either one was moving step by step toward 
a greater fulfillment of the will and law of God, or one had already 
achieved a state of holiness that was virtually if not actually per- 
fection.” In one case, the moral life was closer to what one might 
call the afflictive model. That is, one lived the new life of a converted 
believer, and the difference was as great as that of black and white, 
but the struggle still went on. One was beset with temptations; 
occasionally one fell; but the grace of God prevailed so that even 
the bad and the evil could have good emerge out of it, for all things 
ultimately worked for good to those who loved God. Life remained 
a pilgrimage and a struggle, but its end was clearly marked for the 
true believer. In the other case, the moral life was already a totally 
different life of triumph piled upon triumph as one lived in ever 
higher stages of perfection. One lived in the Spirit and so in true 
holiness, obeying the will and the law of God with a relative ease 
unknown before one’s conversion. In all cases, a converted life 
meant a new life of obedience and joy in fulfilling the will and law 
of God. This was the dynamic of the conversion experience. 

One does not have to look closely to note an exact parallel with 
the dynamics of the millenarian religious experience.'? The scenario 
for an individual's conversion in revivalism is identical with that of 
the scenario for cosmic salvation in millennialism. Millennialism is 
but the individual’s conversion writ large. Perhaps it could be turned 
around and argued that millennialism’s scenario of salvation is the 
macrocosm of which revivalism’s picture of conversion is the mi- 
crocosm. It is not necessary to argue which is prevenient because 
such cannot be demonstrated. The point is that the dynamics of 
salvation are parallel, if not identical, and that is the basic reason 
why revivalism and millenarianism go hand in hand through history 
once revivalism has appeared on the scene. 

At the center of millennialism is belief in the rebirth of the cosmos, 
carried out purely through divine agency just as is the salvation of 
the individual in revivalism. The first stage is identical. There is a 
prolonged conflict in which the forces of good fight the forces of 
evil. It is an ongoing battle in which there are ups and downs, 
peaks and valleys, an unrelenting struggle as judgment is brought 
to bear on the entire process of history and even on the cosmos 
itself—the whole of nature groans in travail waiting for the re- 
demption of the sons of man. The unrelenting pressure of judgment 
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as the forces of good and evil struggle is brought to a point of 
culmination in which there is a final great battle in which the Divine 
Will ultimately triumphs. This leads to the total annihilation, death, 
and destruction of the devil and the forces of evil. 

Just as the individual soul is reborn in revivalism, so in millen- 
nialism old history is ended and there is a totally new beginning— 
a new heaven and a new earth. For both pre- and postmillennialists, 
the new heaven and the new earth do not appear until after the 
fulfillment of the millennium and the utter triumph of Jesus as the 
Christ. So it is in revivalism that the converted, whether living in 
the millennium or awaiting the beginning of the millennium, wheth- 
er struggling through the growth of grace or participating in degrees 
of perfection, await their death or their rapture so that they will 
finally and ultimately be fully translated or reborn as totally new 
creatures in Christ. 

In both cases, the initiative is from God, and in both cases judg- 
ment is brought to bear through the process of struggle which 
culminates in divine victory and the reconstitution of life, both 
personal and cosmic. In revivalism and in millennialism there can 
be no salvation without personally experienced conversion; and 
however long the process, it ends in a cataclysm which destroys 
the past and recreates all that is for a new future. The experience 
is particular and it is decisive. Salvation is not something vague, 
general, or gradual. It is a process, but it is not a rational process 
whose stages are measured and reasonable. In fact, there is no 
reason why things ought to be the way they will be, and'there is 
profound mystery as to how they will get that way. Even where 
divine hints are supposedly given in prophecy, it works better in 
hindsight and is never certain as to the future. The only thing 
certain is the ultimate outcome, and only the reborn can sense that 
possibility. Why some should be saved and some damned can never 
be explained, even by those of an Arminian bent; so one can never 
finally explain why history and cosmos will be summed up the way 
divine wisdom prophesies. Only the saved know in part, and they, 
too, see only dimly. As it is with personal salvation, so it is with 
cosmic salvation. 

Both revivalists and millenarians use a similar Scripture herme- 
neutic. Each tends to view all of Scripture from a very specific focus 
or center. For revivalism the centrality and absolute necessity of 
conversion becomes a basic principle in terms of which all of Scrip- 
ture, both Old Testament and New Testament, is interpreted. On 
the surface it appears as if Christology is the fundamental principle 
through which all Scripture is to be understood. A closer scrutiny 
reveals that it is Christological in a very special sense. Everything 
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points toward the function and the role of Jesus as the Christ in 
converting individual sinners and bringing them to salvation. The 
problem is not the Son in relation to the Trinity, nor the relation of 
Christ to the founding of his church, nor the foundation of morality 
and ethics in the divine reality. Soteriology, and that measured by 
personal conversion, is the ground of a hermeneutic for all Scripture. 

Similarly, in millenarianism there is a single principle that tends 
to dominate all interpretations of Scripture. In this case it is the 
millennium and the salvation of history and the cosmos. Extraor- 
dinary effort is given to unraveling the mystery of prophecies in 
Daniel, Isaiah, and the book of Revelation. In dispensationalism, 
as in earlier forms of millenarianism, the whole of history and 
Scripture is divided into special dispensations, all of which prepare 
for and point toward the millennium." There is no question of sola 
scriptura, but there is a question of where the weight of authority 
falls. Where inordinate attention is given to one aspect of revelation, 
as it is in millenarianism, other dimensions of Scripture and of the 
Christian faith are diminished. In this sense both revivalism and 
millenarianism represent particular kinds of reductionism in relation 
to Scripture, to the Christian faith, and to history. It is this pressure 
toward a reductionism that drives millenarianism and revivalism 
into the same camp. The fact that one centers on personal conver- 
sion and the other on personal conversion writ large helps to explain 
why the two always appear together. 

It would be interesting and instructive to do an analysis of the 
way Scripture is employed by both movements. Suffice it to say at 
this point that both make extensive use of crisis texts. One of the 
favorite texts of almost all revivalists who are also millenarians is 
the parable of the wise and the foolish virgins. Countless revivalistic 
sermons have been delivered based on that text because the im- 
minence of the last judgment provides an extraordinary pressure 
in the effort to convert.'* For both revivalism and millenarianism 
the battle cry remains, ‘‘Now is the time!’’ People were interested 
in millenarianism because they believed they were living at a mo- 
ment in history which was an immediate prelude to the end or on 
the very edge of the end itself. Revivalists had to bring individuals 
to believe that they were at the very end of their lives and that this 
may be their last possible opportunity to be saved. The sense of 
impending doom and the possibility of a glorious and totally new 
future pervades both movements. Thus, both employ Scripture in 
an almost identical way. 

Two additional similarities with regard to Scripture are evident. 
Both movements require a high degree of biblical literalism, if not 
inerrancy. Just as they can brook no ambiguity nor tolerate a dialectic 
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in soteriology or ethics, so they cannot permit any deviation from 
a very rigid view of scriptural authority. Before the era of biblical 
criticism and the impact of Darwin, there was no problem. All 
Christians looked upon Scripture from within the same framework, 
though they might have disagreed as to the method of interpreta- 
tion. 

Biblical criticism posed a major threat both to revivalism and to 
millenarianism. Text and higher criticism undercut the basic as- 
sumption of millenarianism that Scripture was the Word of God 
concerning both individual and cosmic salvation. In Scripture God 
provided a series of prophecies that were actually and literally true, 
and a believer had the responsibility to decipher those prophecies 
and apply them to history—past, present, and future. To accept the 
possibility of biblical criticism or evaluation was to destroy the entire 
millenarian enterprise. 

Revivalism had the same problem in a somewhat different way. 
Conversion brooks no uncertainty. The problem of the nature of 
biblical authority did not become acute for the general American 
public until the 1880s. It cut through the ranks of evangelical re- 
vivalists and divided them asunder into nascent liberals and con- 
servative revivalists headed by Dwight L. Moody.’ From Moody 
to Billy Graham’s chant “The Bible says . . .,”” revivalism has re- 
quired an infallible Bible for absolute conviction. 

A further point of identity and mutual support for millenarianism 
and revivalism is to be found in their preference for the same 
symbols in Scripture. Though, to my knowledge, no serious study 
has been made of this preference, it provides interesting possibilities 
for exploration. On the surface it appears that both movements 
gave undue emphasis to those biblical symbols that embodied rad- 
ical decision, cataclysmic judgment, the actual content of heaven 
and hell, and the figure of Jesus. 

Another emphasis shared by revivalism and millenarianism is a 
radical distinction between nature and grace. In revivalism, there 
can be no salvation except through a radical divine intervention. 
One does not grow toward salvation nor does one improve the 
quality and the level of one’s life until one reaches the point where 
one is capable of salvation. Even for Wesley and subsequent Ar- 
minian revivalists, God alone saves. The human will can make an 
effort to respond to God’s offer of salvation, but even that would 
not be possible unless God had first wrought and offered, through 
Christ, salvation to humanity. Grace is not the culmination of nature 
but is purely from divine love and activity. Revivalism and millen- 
arianism always press for the radical distinction between God and 
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humanity, between evil and righteousness, and between salvation 
and damnation. 

Nowhere is this seen more clearly than in the ethics, both public 
and private, which develop in revivalism. For the converted be- 
liever, there is only right or wrong and there is nothing in between. 
There is no such thing as a situational ethic or the possibility that 
one might have to do evil in order to accomplish good. Either one 
is for God or one is against God. One converted to the Lord Jesus 
Christ has turned one’s back on evil, and now seeks only to do the 
will of the Lord. If one slips, and it is possible, one will soon be 
brought up short, repent, and seek again to do only the good. 
Nobody can do good except those who are converted to Jesus 
Christ. All others are lost in sin and stumble in unrighteousness, 
though they may from time to time do something that appears 

ood. 

‘ There is no question of what is right for the converted. They are 
prepared to tell each other and the entire world exactly what the 
right is at each point. Whether the world is told this by Gilbert 
Tennent in the eighteenth century, by Charles Finney in the nine- 
teenth century, by Dwight Moody in the late nineteenth century, 
or by Jerry Falwell today—all are acting out of the same conviction. 
The world is divided into the saved and the damned, and there is 
nothing in between. There is the kingdom of grace, and there is 
the kingdom of nature, and they have nothing to do with each 
other except to have enmity and opposition between them. 

Millenarianism operates in an identical spirit. Whether the world 
is moving inexorably toward the triumph of the Gospel and the 
dawn of the millennium, or whether the world is lost in evil as the 
saints struggle to prepare for the coming of the millennium, there 
is a radical distinction between the good and the evil, between grace 
and nature. Though the evil may triumph temporarily, it is clearly 
distinguished from the good. Just as God has no difficulty telling 
his saints apart from sinners, so do those committed to a belief in 
the millennium have no difficulty in sorting out the true believers 
from the false. Millenarianism also makes radical distinction be- 
tween nature and grace. With the coming of Christ, a radical break 
is made in human history and in the entire universe. From his 
coming to his coming again in glory to judge the world, there are 
only two forces at work. One includes those saints who have already 
been saved by the Lord and have the task of calling others to be 
saved, and the remainder are those under the power of the devil 
and slaves of evil. 

The task of the faithful is to interpret Scripture so that they can 
discern the signs of the time, mark evil for what it is, and play their 
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role in the coming of the millennium. They are empowered to do 
this by the Holy Spirit, and so they can make exact judgments as 
to the will of God. They can pronounce doom and they can point 
to the embodiment of evil. Thus they are enabled, if needs be, to 
suffer and even to die, knowing that they are part of the divine 
process. They live now in the realm of grace and not in the realm 
of nature. They bear a special burden, but they are recipients of 
special gifts. Theirs is the high and holy calling to decipher the 
prophecies, to proclaim the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ, and 
to save as many human souls as is possible in these last days. Little 
wonder that revivalists are millenarians and millenarians are reviv- 
alists! 

Both are possessed by the conviction that they reach out in behalf 
of Christ and save others before it is too late. Already the night is 
far spent, and they have been given a rare opportunity to participate 
in bringing in the kingdom of God or to witness its imminent 
revival. The dynamics of the personal salvation are recapitulated in 
the revealed plan of the world’s salvation. There is no discrepancy 
between the way an individual is saved and the way history is 
summarized, condemned, and ultimately saved. Scripture, their 
source of authority, is read from a single, clear center which sweeps 
aside ambiguity and elevates rebirth to the point of preeminence 
in revelation. 

This is true both for the individual and for the cosmos. Whether 
this sets one free to recreate the cosmos and help destroy the forces 
of evil before that blessed day, or whether this impels one to bear 
the sufferings and torments of a disintegrating world prior to the 
final conflagration, the motivation and the faith are the same. God 
rules, it is God’s universe, and the saints can rest assured as to their 
place in the cosmos, both now and forever after. It is this vision of 
both the individual and the cosmos that marks revivalism and 
millenarianism. Little wonder that since the advent of revivalism 
the vast majority of revivalists have been milenarians and that 
millenarians have been revivalists! 
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The Great Tradition and 
“The Coercion of Voluntarism” 


Edwin S. Gaustad 


on so much of American religion has been proclaimed by way 
of the text, it is appropriate here to employ one. And since this 
volume honors Winthrop Still Hudson, it is even more appropriate 
that the text come from him. In his 1953 monograph, The Great 
Tradition of the American Churches, Hudson wrote: “It is only when 
the coercion of voluntarism is translated into a compulsion to fulfill 
a distinctive and specific vocation in society that the churches are 
enabled to kindle the urgent enthusiasm and wholehearted com- 
mitment which constitute the bedrock of vigorous institutional 
life.’ The “coercion of voluntarism,”’ like Saint Augustine’s “Love 
God, and do as you please,” is wonderfully paradoxical. For it does 
not readily appear that what is coercive can also be voluntary, any 
more than it is immediately obvious just how self-pleasing can be 
yoked with God-loving. This apparent contradiction in terms de- 
serves closer examination. 

As with all paradoxes—intrinsically uncomfortable—they can be 
resolved or domesticated by altering the balance between the poles 
or by simply ignoring one of the poles. Augustine’s dictum, by a 
reverse alchemy, changes gold to dross as it now simply reads: ‘“Do 
as you please.” And Hudson’s “great tradition’ is reduced to mere 
“voluntarism’’ without any taint of coercion or compulsion, duty 
or discipline, being retained. Religion in the United States may still 
find it romantic to speak of its “errand into the wilderness,” but 
more often than not the errand runner carries no urgent message, 
or he has forgotten by whom he was sent, or for what specific 
purpose he runs. Hudson’s paradox has been tamed. Perhaps it is 
worth returning to the original uncomfortable tension—‘‘coercive 
voluntarism”—to inquire into its persisting force some three dec- 
ades after that text was first set down. And, as befits a text, it shall 
have both explication and application through the discussion which 
follows in this essay. 
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1. “Compulsion to Fulfill a Distinctive and Specific Vocation” 


The earlier use of the word ‘‘coercion’’ was clearly no accident, 
for here again voluntarism carries with it a severe modifier: com- 
pulsion. The paradox remains, if not an intolerable contradiction in 
terms. Is voluntarism that is compelled no voluntarism at all, but 
a delusion and a playing with words? Or is it a voluntarism that 
has content, direction, and meaning? Is it a voluntarism that re- 
sponds to a call, discharges an obligation, and truly runs an errand? 
Once one sees the power of the paradox, it is difficult to settle for 
a shorthand of mere voluntarism subject to one’s whim. 

In the United States the balance between church and state has 
shifted so sharply in favor of the latter as to make voluntarism seem 
much less compelled or even possible. The state has grown even 
larger and more provident, the church ever narrower and less rel- 
evant. Churches look around them to see need after need met by 
an all-encompassing government; or, if not by government, then 
by science or education or credit cards or hot tubs. Religious vol- 
untarism has some difficulty in locating its “compulsion to fulfill a 
distinctive and specific vocation.” 

Despite this gigantification of government along with the expan- 
sion of other agencies and institutions to meet—or create—-human 
needs, it would nonetheless be difficult to argue that the churches’ 
distinctive vocation has been supplanted or canceled. A society 
without direction or center, a population without purpose or self- 
esteem, calls out from desperate need and unnerved despair. In a 
recent novel one character plaintively inquires: ‘Liberated means 
you don’t feel anything?” And so it has appeared to much of a 
generation grown insensitive through sensitivity sessions, grown 
melancholy in the pursuit of pleasure. Hedonism is no fun. To a 
bewildered and empty people, to lives devoid of meaning, the 
churches’ vocation remains as distinctive and specific as ever. To 
add some notion of compulsion to the incomplete concept of vol- 
untarism results not so much in heavier burden as in clarified 
direction. 

Sidney Mead located the notion of ‘“denomination’’ somewhere 
between the all-inclusive “church” on the one hand and the escap- 
ist, withdrawn “‘sect” on the other. The denomination in America 
in its disestablished mode could not, like the national churches, 
assume responsibility for all of society; nor did it, confronted with 
the challenges of a new land and a new nation, flee from all of 
society. Rather, the major church groups accepted a kind of limited 
liability.* In the nineteenth century, however, the limits permitted 
much: the building of schools, hospitals, orphanages, along with 
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the launching of public crusades and the proclaiming of social re- 
forms. In the twentieth century the nature of the liability and the 
extent of the limits have shifted but in differing ways. 

Moral Majorities and Christian Voices see their liability as re- 
quiring a call for national repentance, for a turning toward God and 
away from “wicked ways” (2 Chronicles 7:14). Only then will the 
nation be healed and set back on its true course. A Deuteronomic 
view of history prevails—the populace has gone off after other gods, 
God has let loose plagues and calamities upon the land, men and 
women must repent, God will then bless. That the nation has many 
ills few persons in the 1980s would doubt. But many fear from the 
new religious right a cavalier disdain of First Amendment guar- 
antees and even Article Six assurances concerning the illegality of 
religious tests. The American past is idealized into a Christian he- 
gemony that never was; the American future is envisioned in terms 
of a Christian establishment that cannot constitutionally be. 

The religious left, on the other hand, no longer calling the tune 
and no longer bolstered by abundant coffers and crowded pews, 
retreats from the larger and costlier commitments. “Liability” is 
understood more in terms of mortgages and utility bills, less with 
respect to schools, crusades, and public concerns. Keeping the 
ecclesiastical ship afloat is the issue; taking it out of the harbor into 
deeper waters is not. So “limited liability” is in danger of becoming 
no liability at all, as the jealously guarded right of free exercise gets 
exercised less and less. 

In the great religious middle, churches continue to do what for 
generations they have done, often sustained more by inertia and 
tradition than by compelling call and energizing vision. The notion 
that they are history’s allies in the great cosmic drama fades from 
view as they see other and more powerful forces determining the 
shape of the community, the economic and psychological health of 
their congregations, the very rhythms of life. Of course, good work 
is done, but sustenance and the discipline of the long-range and 
steady compulsion are often absent. 

Voluntarism without vocation—is this not an anomaly, a nullity, 
and possibly even a calamity? It was Hudson’s anxiety a generation 
ago; it is a pervading anxiety now. Part of the difficulty lies in an 
increased temptation to see religion as something which must be 
carefully watched, guarded, and kept under control. Religion at a 
certain temperature is socially acceptable, but raiséd a few degrees 
it strikes many as fearful, if not antidemocratic. Constitutional ex- 
pert Mark DeWolfe Howe observed that the courts “have been 
compelled by the very structure of the First Amendment's prohi- 
bitions to acknowledge that it sought to do something more than 
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secure the people from ecclesiastical inne THe mee (exe 
ercise guarantee demonstrates that the policy of separation wae 
never intended “‘to frustrate or inhibit the religious experience.” Of 
the Supreme Court itself Howe remarks that it has failed to take 
adequately into account ‘’that the rule of separation was no less a 
postulate of faith than it was an axiom of doubt.’’* It is always 
possible, of course, that the courts have been deficient in their 
perception because the churches have been dilatory in their voca- 
tion. 

When Lyman Beecher was fighting so valiantly against the di- 
sestablishment of Congregationalism in Connecticut, he recited his 
“Toleration Dream” in which he foresaw all the unhappy results 
which toleration would bring: licentiousness and indifference, social 
chaos and ecclesiastical impotence.* Beecher later gladly confessed 
that he had been quite wrong. From the perspective of a century 
and a half later, it may be that he confessed too soon. For Hudson 
is also haunted by that dream or nightmare in which “‘the churches 
remain content to say only what everyone [else] is saving and 
exhibit in the quality of their corporate life nothing that serves : 
distinguish their members from the generality of the community.’ 
Freely exercising religion has become a matter of selling to me 
highest bidder or playing games with the tax collector or disguising 
a club as a church. 


Ii. “Urgent Enthusiasm” 


First, the specific vocation; then, and only then, the urgent en- 
thusiasm. Religion in America’s history has manifested too often 
a reversal of those priorities, becoming like Churchill's fanatic: one 
who redoubles his effort having lost sight of his goal. But enthu- 
siasm is not easy to maintain, sometimes not even easy to justify. 
The world has become too complex, problems too unyielding, 
flesh—and budgets—too weak. And it is not surprising that an 
ever-receding kingdom of God in America results in failure of nerve. 
As Norman Maring has pointed out, Hudson's writing of The Great 
Tradition ‘‘brought painful inner struggle” for it “embodied a critique 
of the theological liberalism in which he had been reared. . . .””7 
The pain came first in recognizing, then in accepting, the obligation 
to declare that “the critical spirit . . . could be embraced not for the 
sake of releasing the rigorous demands of prophetic religion, but 
simply because the conventional demands of orthodoxy were irk- 
some and resented.’’* Compulsion of any sort was avoided, enthu- 
siasm to any degree was denied. And the religious fires were so 
thoroughly banked that sometimes the flame went out. This did not 
trouble the “cultured and the comfortable,” but the “humble and 
the distressed” did suffer or often turned elsewhere for warmth. 
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“Enthusiasm’”’ was a terrifying word to colonial Americans, calling 
forth the spectre of private revelation, of cool disdain for Scripture, 
clergy, and formal church. In the nineteenth century the word no 
longer meant private voices but a kind of public vision—a hearty 
voluntarism that accepted all challenges and discharged all respon- 
sibilities with vigor and effect. When Robert Baird wrote of the 
voluntary principle in 1856, it was impossible for him to do so 
without implying the necessity for a deep draft of enthusiasm in 
his very description of its characteristics. 


The very activity, energy, and self-reliance [that voluntarism] calls 
forth are great blessings to the individual who exercises these 
qualities, as well as to those for whose sake they are put forth, 
and to the community at large. Men are so constituted as to derive 
happiness from the cultivation of an independent, energetic, and 
benévolent spirit, in being co-workers with God in promoting His 
glory, and the true welfare of their fellow-men.° 


With energy and activity as the ingredients of enthusiasm, both 
the word and the deed won respectability in an enlarging, muscle- 
flexing America. Congregational voices urged their souls to awake, 
“stretch every nerve,/And press with vigor on!/A heavenly race 
demands thy zeal... .’’ Throughout much of the nineteenth century 
it seemed no hyperbole to argue that churches no less than people 
“are so constituted as to derive happiness from the cultivation of 
an independent, energetic, and benevolent spirit. . . .’’ For much 
main-line religion a century later, attaining happiness was seen as 
a more passive, less ebullient enterprise. Sometimes one saw ur- 
gency, but it was the urgency associated with survival more than 
with conquest. 

All of this may be looking through the wrong end of the telescope: 
seeing the twentieth century as dilution of the nineteenth century’s 
heroism and seeing that, in turn, a crumbling of stern colonial 
resolve. In analyzing Winthrop Hudson’s place in religious histo- 
riography in America, Eldon Ernst observes that the notion of 
“origins dominates the story” of religion in the United States. We 
may be looking for the national ‘‘soul” in the wrong place, worrying 
about “what was being lost’ and not concerning ourselves suffi- 
ciently with ‘‘what was emerging.” It is manifest that the new 
religions possess urgent and even explosive enthusiasms; indeed, 
without broad cultural support or sympathy, they survive only by 
virtue of intense and exuberant activity. It can be argued, therefore, 
that it is not in the Great Tradition of the American past that one 
will find the positive qualities that Hudson identifies; but on the 
fringes, in the subcultures, as an aspect of what Peter Williams calls 
the Little Tradition” will one find these qualities. 
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At the moment, however, much in the novel enthusiasms appears 
to be insular, limited, and peripheral. The new religions attract a 
disproportionate share of attention in the media, but that coverage 
bears little resemblance to the numbers directly involved or the 
influence widely felt. Many modern enthusiasts are tribalists, to 
use Martin Marty’s word, exhibiting exclusivism and belligerence 
and talking “in a language they alone can understand because it 
takes rise from thought that cannot belong to any other group than 
theirs.” Modern society can ill afford this further insularity and 
condescension toward the rest of the world. What is required, 
rather, is for “Christians not only to interact among themselves but 
also to build on common appeals to reason and humaneness for 
the ordering of the human city.’””'? Marty makes a helpful distinction 
between ‘saving faith” and ‘‘ordering faith,’’ the former being par- 
ticular, ingrown, and private while the latter looks toward the 
universal, communal, and public. In The Public Church Marty would 
urge that equal time be given to the ordering faith, to the Great 
Tradition that refuses to turn from all liability to the culture that 
nourishes and protects—and occasionally cries for help. Both “‘sav- 
ing faith” and “ordering faith” have roles to play. 

One widespread expression of enthusiasm in the modern world, 
the charismatic movement, has rushed across denominational 
boundaries with astonishing disdain. Breathing new life into im- 
personal bureaucracies and passive assemblies, pentecostalism has 
been, if nothing else, notable for its enthusiasm. But it has not been 
notable for its ability to build a broad base for humane and rational 
discourse. Speaking in tongues does more for saving faith than for 
ordering faith; it does more to foster tribalism than to rise above it. 
Semantic problems are real problems precisely because the common 
ground on which we might stand, while conversing, sinks beneath 
us. To quote Marty once more: 

Theology, the interpretation of the life and language of a people, 

breaks down because there is no communion of people, there are 

only private strivers. To whom is the act of preaching to be directed, 

if the audience is made up of the people each of whom has already 

established a trajectory of life, and who present themselves in a 

congregation only so long as the message conveniently reaches an 

individual on that particular course?” 

“Enthusiasm’’ can still be a frightening word, not because it 
suggests for us, as it did for those of an earlier time, that one is 
filled with the gods. The modern anxiety is that the enthusiast may 
be emptied of all civility and restraint, of all desire for discourse 
and persuasion, and may be filled only with a passion to castigate 
and divide. As Hudson reminded us, first the specific vocation, 
then the urgent enthusiasm. 
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lil. “Wholehearted Commitment” 


As several commentators on the current scene have noted, ours 
is an age of the halfhearted, the uncommitted, the hesitant, the 
“Td rather not get involved.” All is to be modulated carefully, tuned 
finely, tempered, compromised, and often shelved. If the tempta- 
tion to commitment comes too close, one can resort to ridicule or 
scorn. The novelist John Gardner sees most modern literature as 
avoiding all commitment to anything except its own forms and 
structures. No longer does one ask or seek answers to the great 
humanistic questions; rather, artist, poet, and novelist content 
themselves with a concentration on technique and literary or artistic 
mode of expression. 


Nothing could be more obvious, it seems to me, than that art 
should be moral and that the first business of criticism, at least 
some of the time, should be to judge works of literature (or painting 
or even music) on the grounds of the production’s moral worth. 
[Any art is good] only when it has a clear positive moral effect, 
presenting valid models for imitation, eternal verities worth keep- 
ing in mind, and a benevolent vision of the possible which can 
inspire and incite human beings toward virtue, toward life affir- 
mation as opposed to destruction or indifference." 


As aculture, Gardner adds, we allow ourselves to become fascinated 
with the superficial and the trivial because “we tend to feel we have 
nothing to say—or nothing to offer but well-intentioned propagan- 
da—so we keep ourselves occupied with surfaces. .. . Texture is 
our refuge, the one thing we know we're good at.’”'5 

When one transfers that critique from the realm of the arts to that 
of religion, the aptness remains. There, too, the moral message is 
muted and trivia often triumph. The care of the physical plant, the 
elaborate planning for annual membership drives, the perpetuation 
and enlargement of full-time staff—these are the surfaces too readily 
mistaken for depths. A self-seeking, self-serving ecclesiasticism 
reaches into no profound depths of the human soul, inspires no 
bold stretch of the human spirit. “. .. America can do trivia ex- 
ceedingly well.’’* 

Christopher Lasch’s much discussed Culture of Narcissism, ad- 
dressing itself to similar themes, could almost have carried as its 
subtitle, ‘The Trivialization of America.” For Lasch also saw a 
society determined to dodge hard truth and to escape anything 
which began to resemble Hudson’s ‘‘wholehearted commitment.” 
Once every inhibition is discarded and every impulse gratified, it 
is readily assumed that happiness flows in and peace of mind or 
soul prevails. Of course it is absurd, in the midst of such a societal 
climate, to talk of commitment—or of coercion, duty, discipline, 
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urgency. For the narcissist the past offers no guidance and the 
future no challenge; one lives only for self and the moment, thereby 
debasing the self and robbing the moment of all meaning.” 

If enthusiasm is currently out of fashion, commitment sounds 
permanently archaic. The sixteenth-century Reformation began in 
a quarrel about one sort of indulgence; a twenty-first-century Ref- 
ormation may arise in reaction against another sort. In our own 
time no one worries about the purchase of forgiveness or plenary 
pardon—it is self-supplied. ‘‘Damn, I’m good,” reads the bumper 
sticker. Fault, if such there be, does indeed lie in the stars or in the 
system or in the injustices of history—anywhere but within our- 
selves. Given such a world view, it makes little sense to retlect on 
the object of commitment when the very fact of commitment cannot 
be granted. Acculturated Protestantism—Hudson’s provenance and 
his profound concern—saw itself as society’s ally more than its 
critic, saw social forces moving inexorably toward a kingdom of 
God on earth, with only an occasional churchly nudge now and 
then required. And if the culture has become indulgent and un- 
committed, those religious forces most closely tied to it are pulled 
into the same vortex of self-satisfaction and worldly ease. 

The New Testament remains unambiguous about the fatal finality 
of that whirlpool—he that seeks to save his own soul shall lose it. 
That same authoritative source speaks in the imperative mood and 
unhesitant tone. Lukewarmness, along with equivocation and a 
noncommittal aloofness, receive no endorsement. Refusing even to 
look back, to say nothing of turning back, becomes the first law of 
discipleship. Churches of the Great Tradition falter not because 
they demand so much but because they demand so little. No rich 
young ruler is ever turned away. 


IV. “Vigorous Institutional Life’ 


As the “text” introduced in the beginning makes clear, the fourth 
feature of coercive voluntarism is not so much an additional desi- 
deratum as it is the inevitable consequence of loyalty to the first 
three. Vocation followed by enthusiasm and commitment do, in 
fact, “constitute the bedrock of vigorous institutional life.” When 
Hudson wrote these words a generation ago, he must have sounded 
like a peevish spoilsport. For America’s institutional religion in the 
1950s was pink-cheeked, confident, and strong. Membership was 
up, piety was in, building programs boomed. Anti-institutionalism 
was out of fashion, cults were quiescent, and cold-war politics 
identified the enemy without difficulty or ambiguity. Billy Graham 
revivalism flourished and Herbergian pluralism was good for 
America, better even than General Motors. Church mergers were 
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both contemplated and consummated, as ecumenicity reached such 
a peak by the end of the fifties as to permit the presidency to be 
held by a Roman Catholic. This decade of goodwill (McCarthyism 
aside) collapsed into a decade of religious decline, a decade of 
assassinations with a theology that attempted to add God to the 
list of victims. Vatican II, the top religious story of the decade, 
added to the furies in an aftermath of controversy over liturgy, 
episcopacy, celibacy, and birth control. In 1962 and 1963, the Su- 
preme Court, in its ruling on Bible reading and public school 
prayers, ignited fires of resentment still not extinguished two dec- 
ades later. And that old-time, main-line religion which had seemed 
invincible only a few years before now grew querulous and unsure, 
now found itself confronted by stiff competition from unfamiliar, 
exotic, nonnormative religious quarters. 

In the 1970s, a whole culture seemed to go awry, pulled belatedly 
from the political and moral abyss of Vietnam only to fall into the 
political and moral abyss of Watergate. Churches spoke in divided 
voice, if with any voice at all, as they found themselves thrown on 
the defensive for complicity with the culture, for exploitation of the 
black, for domination of the female, for WASPish superiority and 
contentment. Being born again was the media’s message about 
certain evangelicals in the late 1970s, but being born again was what 
America’s churches needed for themselves. Some sought such re- 
birth in the charismatic movement, some in the newly discovered 
power of television, some in an apocalytic mood that seemed to say 
that if the world wasn’t coming to an end, it wasn’t because it did 
not deserve to. 

The 1980s opened on a note of realistic concern. Where had all 
the magic gone? Who now spoke for a religious America? Denom- 
inational leaders more accustomed to explaining how their churches 
grew now probed for the reasons for decline. A few found it timely 
to question the all-American fetish with statistics, with ecclesiastical 
GNP’s, with membership rolls and cement mixers as the ultimate 
verification of a pastor’s worth and a religion’s truth. In our social 
scientific sophistication, ‘let us take some notice of the ‘‘nonsociol- 
ogical work of the Holy Spirit,” argued Peter Wagner. What God 
requires is ‘‘not growth but faithfulness,” declared Robert Evans." 
Meanwhile, those groups farther from the culture’s center or even 
hostile to the culture found themselves less the objects of derision, 
less the unpopular or unacceptable alternative to “America’s ways 
of being religious.’’ The heavyweights of American religion were 
on the ropes, perhaps on the mat; now the lightweights could move 
freely about the ring, finding the crowd sometimes on their side. 

Long before the numbers began to fall for the older denomina- 
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tions, Hudson called for a “‘thoroughgoing reconstruction of con- 
temporary church life.” His concern, however, was not with the 
membership’s quantity but with its quality. Historically in America, 
qualitative reconstruction has come about through pervasive awak- 
enings and revivals. In The Great Tradition Hudson pays much at- 
tention to revivalism’s role: in Charles G. Finney, Dwight L. Moody, 
and even Walter Rauschenbusch. Rauschenbusch saw the necessity 
for something like revival’s warmth and call to commitment nec- 
essary even in the midst of liberal Protestantism. While he acclaimed 
the intellectual emancipation achieved through the newer historical 
and biblical studies (men no longer need “‘believe with all their 
hearts what they could not possibly understand with all their 
heads’’), Rauschenbusch recognized that ‘‘the rational subtractions 
of liberalism.do not necessarily make religion more religious.” 
Therefore, while the techniques of a Finney and a Moody had 
become stylized, unthinking, and superficial (now concerned more 
with quantity than quality), the classic message of sin, repentance, 
and salvation was still in vogue. ‘’. . . power in religion comes only 
through the consciousness of a great elementary need which com- 
pels men to lay hold of God anew.” 

In a recent interpretive essay on revivalism in the life of America, 
William McLoughlin also sees the continuing necessity for revivals. 
For from these individual responses come awakenings— ‘periods 
of cultural revitalization that begin in a general crisis of beliefs and 
values and extend over a period of a generation or so, during which 
time a profound reorientation in beliefs and values takes place.” 
McLoughlin sees the present generation as in the midst of just such 
an awakening: a new beginning which is also a return to “a common 
core of beliefs that has provided continuity and shape to American 
culture. ...” Those core beliefs include a sense of chosenness 
respecting the ‘‘first new nation,’’ a loyalty to the social ideal of a 
free and morally responsible citizenry, and the conviction ‘‘that 
freedom and responsibility will perfect not only the individual and 
the nation but the world. ...” Indeed, McLoughlin concludes, 
American history is “best understood as a millenarian movement.” ° 

By whatever means and however achieved, Hudson’s ‘‘thor- 
oughgoing reconstruction” appears the essential antidote to mere 
nostalgia, to vestigial patterns of behavior, to lingering if ever-fading 
loyalties. If not by becoming larger, then perhaps by choosing to 
be smaller (genuinely communal and insistently voluntary), the 
church can find a path to reconstruction. If not by revival, then 
perhaps by restructure (a fellowship of believers and doers, a lev- 
eling of laity and clergy, of male and female), the faithful church 
can become a fruitful one. And if not by being concerned about the 
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nation’s soul but only its own (not conforming to the world, but 
transforming it), the faithful and fruitful church can be the radically 
monotheistic church that H. Richard Niebuhr called for long ago.”! 
Once the nation’s chief channel of compassion and charity, the 
churches have ceded that role to others. Why not make the local 
church the major collection agency from its own membership for 
Community Chest, personal rescue, and public weal? By giving 
through the local church (as well as to that institution), some vigor 
and authority are restored. Once the chief advocate for life’s mean- 
ing and destiny, the churches find themselves competing against 
sex therapists, est seminars, and pop psychology. Why not regain 
the initiative in vocational and marriage counseling, in healing and 
restoring, in making life truly abundant? Once the chief arbiter 
between good and evil, between the heartless and the generous, 
the churches have found themselves bystanders in many of society’s 
critical struggles. Why not, with resources fifty times greater than 
those of the National Rifle Association, again speak with a force 
that can be decisive in a culture’s direction and a culture’s quality? 
When James Madison wrote in the Federalist Papers of the role 
of factions in a democracy, he saw a vitality and richness in the 
interaction and competition among groups that had a genuine in- 
terest, a ready involvement. The danger of the churchly faction is 
that it may retire too soon from the bruising fray. If Madison were 
to use the language of Hudson, he would today call for a “vigorous 
institutional life.’’ Not laid back, not defeatist, not dug in behind 
stout theological or sociological walls, not mindless or heartless— 
but open, active, committed, enthusiastic, compelled. All this in 
the name of voluntarism, of course, but a voluntarism that is coer- 
cive. And that is exactly what the Sage of Rochester prescribed. 
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Religious Freedom and 
Popular Sovereignty: 

A Change in the Flow 

of God's Power, 1730—1830 


William G. McLoughlin 


fforts to explain the great transformation in the concept of re- 

ligious freedom which took place in America between 1730 and 
1830 are conflicting. Some historians hold that religion scarcely 
ranks as a cause of the Revolution because there is no significant 
correlation between the religious persuasions of those who became 
Tories and those who became Patriots.! Others hold that “civil 
millennialism,” the concept of God’s covenanted nation, the fear 
of an Anglican episcopate in the colonies, and the Quebec Act were 
major religious causes of the Revolution.? Some historians maintain 
that those who had imbibed Enlightenment rationalism (like Jeffer- 
son and Madison) were the principal architects of disestablishment;? 
others find that evangelical dissenters, especially the Baptists, were 
the driving force behind it.* Winthrop Hudson has traced religious 
freedom to “left-wing Puritanism.’ Perry Miller claimed that an 
almost fortuitous combination of Enlightenment and evangelical 
ideas and interests held the key to the development of religious 
freedom in America. The most popular interpretation, until re- 
cently, held that the simple fact of diversity among denominations 
forced a pragmatic solution—no one persuasion could dominate the 
nation; so all had to be equal.’ 

In the past decade a great deal of stress has been laid upon the 
first Great Awakening as the source of the religious ferment which 
climaxed in independence and disestablishment. This view, pressed 
initially by Alan Heimert, emphasizes the ‘‘enthusiasm” of the New 
Light movement, the rise of dissenting separatists, the postmillen- 
nial doctrine of neo-Edwardsians, the new sense of intercolonial 
identity, optimism, and activism fomented by religion as the dy- 
namic factors behind the spread of democratic fervor and religious 
freedom. According to Heimert, the Arminians and rationalists were 
less enthusiastic rebels than the Pietists, and religious freedom owes 
comparatively little to them.* A modified version of this interpre- 
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tation holds that “apocalyptic Whiggism” is a more likely source of 
revolutionary enthusiasm than the apolitical millennialism of Jon- 
athan Edwards. In this view, as Nathan Hatch explains it, Ameri- 
cans first had to go through a process of identifying the development 
of religious and civil liberty with the development of the British 
constitution before they made the leap to their own defense of these 
ideals. It became possible for Americans to stand as the true de- 
fenders of freedom only after 1765 when Parliament and the king 
threatened our civil and religious liberty.’ 

In addition to this cornucopia of options regarding the origins of 
religious liberty, today’s student has an almost equal variety of 
options as to the final culmination of the process. He can point to 
the adoption of various statements in the bills of rights of the first 
state constitutions, to the adoption of Jefferson’s Bill for Establishing 
Religious Freedom in Virginia in 1785, to the First Amendment of 
the Constitution in 1791, to the final demise of Massachusetts’s 
establishment in 1833, or to the trial of Abner Kneeland in 1838, 
the last man imprisoned in America for blasphemy. Even then he 
must cope with the claims of de Tocqueville and Lord Bryce that 
there emerged a “second establishment’ soon after 1830 which 
wedded nationalism to Protestantism and denied effective equality 
to Mormons, Roman Catholics, American Indians, nonbelievers, 
Jews, and Orientals. It can even be argued that because of tax 
exemption for church property, the use of chaplains in the military 
and legislatures, and the bias of the public school system (still 
struggling to maintain daily prayers in the classrooms), there has 
never been a complete separation of church and state in America. 
Many leaders in our churches, the Congress, and the courts can be 
quoted to the effect that America is a religious nation and that it is, 
in fact, ‘a Christian nation.” Efforts to amend the Constitution to 
affirm this in the 1960s received considerable support in Congress 
and may receive more in the 1980s.1° 

Between 1730 and 1830 Americans moved 180 degrees from a 
patriarchal to an egalitarian view of politics, or, as some would put 
it, from a deferential social order to an essentially individualistic 
one. In that process they dramatically redefined their understanding 
of nature, of human nature, and of the locus and operation of God’s 
power. They did not, however, reject the European belief that 
loyalty to the state required loyalty to the religion of the sovereign 
of the nation. Sovereignty in British North America rested in the 
king as God’s vice-regent on earth; sovereignty in the United States 
of America in 1830 rested in ‘‘the people,” or at least in the majority 
of them. While Americans concluded in theory that there could be 
no true religious liberty without civil liberty (and therefore threw 
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off the tyrant king and his established church system in 1776), 
nevertheless they were unable to conceive of a nation that did not 
have a common belief and practice “under God.’”’ The founding 
fathers and the first six Presidents (chosen until 1828 by the def- 
erence of the lower orders to their betters) sought by checks and 
balances to restrain the tyranny of the majority. However, as ro- 
mantic ideology, romantic nationalism, and romantic Christianity 
gradually gained power, the will of the nation came to rest in 
precisely the same place as the spirit of God, namely, in the people. 
Under the epistemology of romanticism, external checks upon the 
people seemed unnecessary. By 1830 it was agreed that every in- 
dividual heart resonated to the same moral chord at the center of 
the universe. ‘There is a spirit in man... ,” wrote George Bancroft 
in 1855, ‘‘which is the guide to truth’’ and ‘‘which places us in 
connection with the world of [divine] intelligence.” " Thus the voice 
of the people became the voice of God and of the nation. From this 
there could be only limited dissent, mere tolerance, not true reli- 
gious liberty. The new nation, as de Tocqueville saw, substituted 
one form of tyranny for another, and when John Marshall ruled 
that the Bill of Rights applied only to the acts of Congress, then the 
First Amendment freedoms had no bearing upon what the sover- 
eign majorities within each state wished to prescribe as orthodoxy 
and patriotism. 

Between 1730 and 1830, then, while there was a change in the 
flow of God's power (from the top down to the bottom up), the 
principle of cuius regio, eius religio remained the same. The full irony 
of this turn of events can be understood only if we trace the tra- 
jectory of democratic enthusiasm from the first Great Awakening 
through the second. 

Formerly described as an inexplicable religious phenomenon, the 
first Great Awakening is now considered by mast historians as the 
starting point of a distinctly American identity. It is also described 
as the unconscious social rebellion of the common man against the 
prevailing structure of authority. Rhys Isaac calls it “a radical social 
revolt indicative of the real strains within society,” ‘a search for 
more powerful popular models of proper conduct’ and “the quest 
for a system of social control centered in the people.’’ In short, ‘’a 
revolt against the traditional system.’’? Richard Bushman argues 
that with the increasing economic opportunities in the eighteenth 
century, “the energies released exerted irresistible pressure against 
traditional bounds. When the Great Awakening added its measure 
of opposition, the old institutions began to crumble. By 1765... 
the most perceptive leaders were looking for new methods of or- 
dering society in an age when human loyalties would be forthcom- 
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ing voluntarily or not at all.’’'* As early as 1730 patriarchal authority 
was proving dysfunctional in the New World. The first Great 
Awakening initiated a three-phased movement by Americans to 
break away from the organic world view imbedded in the feudal 
institutions of the corporate state. Spiritual rebellion was justified 
from 1730 in terms of God’s unmediated power to release individ- 
uals from Satan’s chains of spiritual bondage through a direct, 
personal conversion experience. The Revolution constituted the 
second and political phase of this popular movement culminating 
in what Gordon Wood calls ‘‘Republican regeneration.” '* The sec- 
ond Great Awakening from 1800 to 1830 brought the third phase 
as the Arminian doctrines of free will and free grace replaced Cal- 
vinistic predestination while the Jacksonian faith in ‘‘the omnicom- 
petence of the common man” (and what Bancroft called “the sa- 
gacity of the many’’) replaced Jefferson’s “rule by the aristoi.’’ If 
God's power could flow unmediated and immediately into and 
through the hearts of the people, then “popular sovereignty’ was 
God’s means for redeeming the world. Despite the fears of con- 
servatives like Hamilton, de Tocqueville, or Calhoun, this could not 
be “the tyranny of the majority” but only the righteousness of the 
chosen. As Bancroft, the intellectual spokesman for the Jacksonian 
common man, explained to such conservatives, 


It is hard for the pride of cultivated philosophy to put its ear to the 
ground and listen reverently to the voice of lowly humanity; yet 
the people collectively are wiser than the most gifted individual, 
for all his wisdom constitutes but a part of theirs. . 

If reason is a universal faculty, the universal decision is the 
nearest criterion of truth. The common mind winnows opinions; 
it is the sieve which separates error from certainty. . . . A govern- 
ment of equal rights [civil and religious] must therefore, rest upon 
[the common] mind . . . the sum of the moral intelligence of the 
community should rule the State.'® 


What Bancroft here calls “the universal faculty of reason” is not, 
of course, the faculty of intellect which the Enlightenment philos- 
ophers called ‘Reason’ (or Rationalism). Bancroft is using the term 
as Kant, Coleridge, and Emerson used it. For the Romantic philos- 
opher reason was the intuitive moral sense of the people, the heart, 
conscience, or soul of humanity. “Where the Jeffersonians rested 
their case [for democracy] on the power of man’s mind,” writes 
John William Ward in Andrew Jackson, Symbol for an Age, ‘the Jack- 
sonians rested theirs on the promptings of man’s heart.”’ The change 
in epistemology was profound in that century from 1730 to 1830. 
Not only did Americans change the definition of God but they also 
altered the prevailing conception of how God operated. The sharp 
dualism between nature and the supernatural broke down; the line 
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between this world and the next, between man and God, vanished. 
“Most of Emerson’s contemporaries agreed with him,” Ward says, 
“that there was an intimate correspondence between the inner 
nature-of man and the outward nature of the universe.’’ 

It may help us to understand this revolution in philosophy, moral 
values, and social structure which constituted the birth of the new 
nation if we can think of religion as the sociologists or cultural 
anthropologists do rather than in terms of theological doctrines or 
ecclesiastical institutions. According to a common sociological def- 
inition, religion is concerned with power. Power, though divine in 
origin, ultimately manifests itself in the political structure which 
gives order and maintains values for daily life. Anthropologist Ken- 
elm Burridge explains religion in these terms: 


All religions are basically concerned with power. They are con- 
cerned with the discovery, identification, moral relevance and or- 
dering of different kinds of power. . . . From [those self-evident 
“truths” which ‘““command consensus” in any society] are derived 
the sets of moral imperatives, obligations, and rules of conduct to 
which men subject themselves. . . . religious activities will change 
when the assumptions about the nature of power, and hence the 
rules which govern its use and control, can no longer guarantee 
the truth of things [and lose that consensus which gives them 
legitimate moral force].’” 


Gordon Wood states in The Creation of the American Republic that 
“the Revolution was designed to change the flow of authority” or 
power in the colonies.'* As such it was the fulcrum upon which the 
seesaw of American religion tilted between 1730 and 1830, but the 
momentum begun in the first Awakening was not completed until 
the seesaw came to rest upon the ground of the common man at 
the end of the second Awakening. To comprehend how this reversal 
of the flow of power changed a patriarchal consensus into a dem- 
ocratic consensus, we must go back to the beginning. 

While the first Awakening had few overt aspects of political 
revolution, it can be seen in the larger perspective as the uncon- 
scious expression of revolt against those beliefs and institutions 
which had ceased to meet the needs of a great many colonists and 
were in fact preventing the full and free expression of the energies 
unleashed by new economic opportunities, westward expansion, 
and increasing population. Because this frustration, anger, and 
distrust of authority were expressed at first in spiritual reactions 
does not mean that the reactions were apolitical; they were clearly 
critical of traditional authority. The rebellion of ordinary church- 
goers against the teachings of duly ordained and learned ministers 
(whether in Congregational New England, Anglican Virginia, or 
the heterodox Middle Colonies) demonstrated what sociologists call 
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“a crisis of legitimacy,” a loss of faith in the established order of 
things. In New England the established churches managed, after 
an initial period of turmoil, to contain this spiritual rebellion, largely 
because most of the ministers capitulated to the New Light views 
of George Whitefield and Jonathan Edwards. Even so, dissenting 
denominations grew dramatically after 1750. In the Southern Col- 
onies, as Rhys Isaac and John Boles have shown, the New Light 
movement seriously undermined the Anglican establishment. In 
the Middle Colonies, according to L. J. Trinterud, a distinctly 
“American tradition’’—or acculturation of Scottish, German, and 
Dutch denominations—evolved, separating the New World believ- 
ers from Old World ways.” 

C. C. Goen, Alan Heimert, and Ernest Tuveson maintain that the 
new interpretation of millennialism which evolved in this Awak- 
ening marks a ‘‘watershed” in religious and intellectual thought 
equal to that of the Revolutionary era. What ‘‘government by the 
consent of the governed” meant for the political revolt of the 1770s, 
postmillennial faith that God had renewed the covenant with the 
chosen people ‘in America’ meant for the religious revolt of the 
1740s. Prior to 1740 Americans had been premillennialists, waiting 
upon God's will for the Second Coming and fearful that mankind 
would be subject to immense tribulations and sufferings prior to 
that day. After 1740, they became postmillennialists, convinced that 
they could themselves advance the kingdom of God on earth be- 
cause God had especially selected Americans as God’s agents in 
that process. Edwards preached that the kingdom of God was to 
be “advanced” through the prayers of Christians and by the mis- 
sionary zeal of the converted, not by political action. Nonetheless, 
he also said that since God answered prayer for revivals, God is 
“at the command of the prayer of faith and in this respect, as it 
were, under the power of his people." “Power to the people” is 
a revolutionary slogan even when it is stated simply in spiritual 
terms. Subsequent answers to Americans’ prayers in a continuing 
series of crises after 1740 convinced them that God’s power was 
indeed directly available to them. There is, it seems to me, a direct 
line from Edwards to Emerson (or Bancroft) in this respect. Heimert 
and Tuveson have traced this through the zeal of the Evangelical 
New Lights; Nathan Hatch and John Berens have shown that it is 
equally important among the Old Lights, rationalists, and Armi- 
mans. “The rising glory of America’ was, in effect, the tilt toward 
self-confidence, optimism, and postmillennial faith released by the 
energies of a colonial people unwilling any longer to take orders 
and direction from the authorities ‘‘at home.’’ Previous to the first 
Awakening, the preachers of America saw England as God's chosen 
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nation and expected the millennium to occur “at home,” in Europe. 
After 1740 the colonists became convinced that God had passed the 
torch of human progress to them and that the millennium would 
occur in the New World. 

The providential signs of the coming of the millennium in America 
have been described by Nathan Hatch in The Sacred Cause of Liberty 
and by John Berens in Providence and Patriotism in Early America. To 
the colonists their triumphs over adversity were nothing short of 
miraculous interventions of God specifically on their behalf. First 
came the series of victories over the French and Indians from 1745 
to 1763 which finally drove Catholic power out of Canada. This 
demonstrated that God’s covenant was, as Whig ideology had long 
held, with English Protestants: ‘Tracing providential history as the 
continuous battle of liberty versus tyranny, they centered their 
attention on the British constitution—‘the admiration and envy of 
the world.’ In sermon after sermon they lifted up the standard of 
British liberty against the aggressive tyranny of Roman Catholi- 
cism.” Thus, “by the end of the French wars the preachers often 
referred to God's British Israel and included Britons among God’s 
covenanted people.”’?! From hindsight this colonial adulation of 
Britain resembles that stage of adolescence when the desire to break 
from parental guardianship is masked by the intense concern with 
pleasing the parents. Excessive admiration is latent resentment. 
Americans asked, ‘‘Am I a child of the King or a child of God?” 

Adulation was mixed with awareness of parental weaknesses. 
Even as Wolfe’s defeat of Montcalm ended French rule in America, 
there were feelings that something was wrong in the British Israel. 
The movement after 1760 to send Anglican bishops to America was 
resented as an infringement of rights, a lack of trust, a potential 
tightening of bonds that should be loosening as the obedient, loyal 
son neared his majority and demonstrated his mettle. Similar fears 
came from Parliament's seeming effort to undermine local self-gov- 
ernment among the colonists. From the.Stamp Act to the king’s 
“murder” of “his children’ at Lexington and Concord, a new series 
of providential signs pointed to God’s protection of Americans 
against a tyrannical father as well as toward the British people’s 
betrayal of their own covenant with God (similar to that of the Jews’ 
betrayal when the Messiah arrived the first time). Nathan Hatch 
specifically notes how the American clergy (Liberals and Evangel- 
icals, Rationalists and Pietists), having first attached the label of 
“ Antichrist’ to French Canadians, gradually shifted it to Parliament 
and the king after 1763. The Quebec Act in 1774, granting religious 
equality to Roman Catholics in Canada, constituted final proof that 
the king had broken his Protestant covenant. As John Adams had 
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predicted in 1765, George III seemed bent upon imposing “the 
canon and the feudal law’’ upon his most devoted subjects in 
America. 

Once Americans identified the king and Parliament with “An- 
tichrist,” it was but a short step to the conclusion that the thirteen 
colonies must be “‘God’s New Israel’ to carry on the great work of 
human redemption. England, by 1775, was identified with Babylon 
or Egypt out of which heroic leaders chosen of God must lead the 
captive Israelites. The political liberty of America thus became es- 
sential not only to its civil and religious liberty but also to its divine 
destiny. As John Witherspoon, president of the New Light College 
at Princeton, said in 1776, ‘’There is not a single instance in history 
in which civil liberty was lost and religious liberty preserved en- 
tirely.””” Those unwilling to fight for one lost the other by default. 

Redefining the nature of authority and the meaning of history, 
the colonists needed to forge a new rhetoric and new symbols to 
identify their separate destiny. Harry S. Stout has shown us how 
itinerant revivalism after 1740 provided a new ‘mo’ > of commu- 
nication’”’ and a ‘‘new language” and style which created the broad 
popular base essential for successful revolution.® While Stout ad- 
mits that ‘there is no clear and consistent link between revivalism 
and republicanism on the level of ideas,”” he contends that ‘‘the 
revivalists’ repudiation of polite style and their preference for ex- 
temporaneous mass address cut to the very core of colonial culture 
by attacking the deference to the written word and to the gentlemen 
who mastered it.” Any revolution in worldview “requires a new 
rhetoric.” There was a close link between the mode and style of the 
itinerant revival preachers of the Awakening and that of the popular 
patriotic gatherings around liberty poles during the Revolution. 
“Itinerancy was by nature disorderly,”’ Stout notes, because it was 
rootless, democratic, outside traditional bounds. Men (and even 
some women, like Ann Lee and Jemima Wilkinson) who felt an 
“internal call’ to preach the gospel carried it through the highways 
and byways regardless of their lack of theological training, ordi- 
nation, or license from local authorities. They went where the Spirit 
moved them; spoke to the common people in their homes, mar- 
ketplaces, barns, or fields; and used the vernacular to convey their 
truths. “At the center of the Evangelical rhetoric,’’ Stout says, ‘was 
the ‘celebration of the union of the minister and people’” irrespec- 
tive of social location, parish boundaries, or ecclesiastical hierarchies 
or prerogatives. The itinerants had no respect for the ‘Spirit-re- 
straining” laws of the established order nor were they, any more 
than God, “‘respecters of persons” or station. 

In other words, itinerant exhorters were radical egalitarians. As 
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messengers of God, prophets with a direct link to the Almighty’s 
power, they did not preach “down” from a high pulpit or “at” the 
people from a high horse, but “to the people’’-—man-to-man and 
eyeball-to-eyeball. The result was a new emotional vitality, spon- 
taneity, immediacy in religion which totally reversed the older, 
formal, hierarchical understanding of how God’s spiritual power 
moved in the universe. 


Aware that the traditional religion of covenant and hierarchy no 
longer spoke to the realities of a changed society, Evangelicals not 
only restated in new forms the ultimate ideas regarding Christ and 
salvation, but they also translated those new forms into a different 
ideology altogether, not religious but secular, one that spoke nec- 
essarily along religious lines of a utopia on earth. ... Partly 
through doctrine, but even more through rhetorical strategy ne- 
cessjtated by that doctrine, the effect of the revivals [which con- 
tinued up to the Revolution throughout the colonies] was to present 
for the first time on a national level, a revolutionary language and 
rhetoric that questioned the previously taken-for-granted status of 
hierarchy and submission, and offered a mass, voluntary system 
as a substitute basis for authority and social order.* 


Referring to the itinerant evangelism and the formation of new 
churches among the Baptists of Virginia in the decade prior to the 
Revolution, Rhys Isaac described them as a “popular response to 
mounting social disorder.’’ But their thrust was positive. Behind 
the revivalism “can be discerned an impulse toward a tighter, more 
effective system of values and of exemplary conduct to be estab- 
lished and maintained within the ranks of the common folk.’’ The 
Awakening was an “emotional mass movement” seeking “‘to create 
an orderly moral community’”’ on the expanding frontier in the 
South. ‘The Baptists’ salvationism and sabbatarianism effectively 
redefined morality and human relationships; their church leaders 
and organization established new and more popular foci of authority 
and sought to impose a radically different and more inclusive model 
for the maintenance of order in society.’’*> Behind the expansion of 
itineracy and of dissenting churches lay not only spiritual fervor but 
also a willingness to sacrifice the self for the well-being of the 
community in the name of a higher law and a higher destiny. As 
we Shall note, this same folk movement continued—or revived—in 
the second Great Awakening and carried out the democratic logic 
of the Revolution. 

Once this new spiritual force meshed with the Commonwealth 
ideology espoused by Jefferson, Madison, Patrick Henry, Thomas 
Paine, and Sam and John Adams, common ground was formed 
between the folk and the elite for what Gordon Wood has called 
“the republican ideology” of a “chaste moral order’ based upon 
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individual virtue in the name of government by the consent of the 
governed.* Lockian political theory, Enlightenment benevolence, 
neoclassical Stoicism, and the desire to advance God’s kingdom by 
rescuing the colonies from the debilitating corruption of Britain all 
combined after 1775 into a new rhetoric of revolutionary millenni- 
alism.”” 

Because religion is the core of any cultural ordering, it affects all 
social institutions. Historians are just beginning to grapple with the 
ways in which religious attitudes affect family patterns and child- 
rearing methods. Philip Greven provides the first major effort to 
correlate the religious beliefs of parents with their child-rearing 
practices in colonial America. Greven’s study deals essentially with 
different conceptions of paternalistic power among different kinds 
of families. The power of parents over children is similar to that of 
ministers over churches and rulers over subjects or citizens. Like 
political authorities, parents claim to derive their power from God; 
obedience to parents is one of the Ten Commandments. Leaders 
of local government were spoken of in the eighteenth century as 
“the town fathers’; the king was the father of his people; colonial 
magistrates were “nursing fathers’’ of the commonwealth; ulti- 
mately George Washington became ‘‘the father of his country.” 
Different ideas about the nature of God and divine relations with 
humanity produce different parental attitudes toward children. If 
humanity has inherited Adam’s sin against divine authority, the 
innate tendency of children is rebellion against authority, and they 
need to be taught submission to parental (and all other) authority 
at the earliest possible moment; otherwise God’s anger will be 
vented upon indulgent parents. But if Adams sin is not inherited, 
if persons are free moral agents responsible for their own salvation, 
and if God is benevolently disposed toward them, then children 
will be treated by parents as reasonable beings. Between 1730 and 
1830, as Calvinistic concepts of total depravity and predestination 
gave way to a belief in Arminian concepts of free will and free grace, 
attitudes inculcated by parents toward authority figures in the 
home, the church, and the state changed also. 

Calvinistic parents (as most parents were in the colonies) sought 
to subject their children to authority within the first two years of 
infancy. Such children grew up with profound inner tensions be- 
tween their outward love, admiration, and obedience towards their 
parents and their own inner self-hatred, insecurity, and lack of self- 
worth. The conversion process (facilitated by the new preaching 
style of the first Awakening) helped them to transfer their manifest 
feelings of love from their parents to God in an experience of total 
self-abasement and surrender, but they nonetheless retained latent 
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fear and hostility toward human authority. Such persons, Greven 
finds, tended to be ardent patriots in 1776 because they heaped 
upon the king, Parliament, and royal governors all their own self- 
loathing, their distrust of authority, their intense concern for purity 
and order. Patriots of this evangelical-Calvinist stamp were out- 
raged by the king’s injustice toward them and became “‘extraordi- 
narily vocal and active in expressing their hostilities and fears. 
. . . Politics provided many with an outlet for their buried feelings. 
... For evangelicals, the mother country and the father-king be- 
came symbolic representations of the dangerous, seductive, and 
powerful tyrants of their childhood.” ” 

Edwin G. Burrows and Michael Wallace confirm Greven’s view 
in their study “The American Revolution: The Ideology and Psy- 
chology of National Liberation.” *° They find an almost paranoid 
tendency among Americans after 1775 to denounce the king and 
mother country as “unnatural parents who have turned upon their 
children, abusing and mistreating them when it was their duty to 
protect and nourish them.” A large part of the appeal of Thomas 
Paine’s Common Sense sprang from his ability to reduce the king to 
human scale—actually to demythologize his status—in language 
which (like that of itinerant revivalists) spoke in the accent and to 
the emotions of the common people. The king, Paine said, was 
nothing but a “royal brute’” whose title was not derived from no- 
bility but from “a French bastard landing with an armed banditti” 
in 1066. Such a kingship “certainly has no divinity in it,’” Paine 
argued. Using biblical analogies, he called George III ‘the hardened, 
sullen-tempered Pharaoh of England,” a man who would keep the 
chosen people of God in unjust bondage: “I disdain the wretch 
that, with the pretended title of father of his people, can unfeelingly 
hear of their slaughter [at Lexington and Concord] and composedly 
sleep with their blood upon his soul.’’ As a spokesman for the 
Commonwealth ideology and an ardent advocate of republicanism, 
Paine also noted that Israel in its early days had been a republic 
and that its monarchy could be considered a punishment for the 
sins of its people.*! It is significant, Burrows and Wallace note, that 
the Patriots, in their effort to justify the parricidal doctrine that 
“rebellion to tyrants is obedience to God,” had in the end to argue 
in terms of John Locke’s abstract theory of natural rights and social 
contract, for there was little in British constitutional law they could 
cite against the king and Parliament. , 

When Sam Adams said in 1780 that the new American nation 
should become a “Christian Sparta,’’ he expressed, as Gordon Wood 
points out, the conjunction of neoclassical rationalism and evan- 
gelical pietism.” A Christian Sparta would be both republican and 
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millenarian; it would unite the spiritual freedom, brotherhood, and 
holiness of the Christian ideal with the self-discipline, public virtue, 
and harmony of the Greco-Roman ideal. It would be voluntarist, 
reformist, activist, and individualist; yet it would also be a united 
and chosen people acting together under the providential care of 
God. The doctrine of ‘disinterested benevolence” perhaps best 
describes the ideal ethical value of the republican ideology.” It 
derived from the Scottish Common Sense philosophy, from Jona- 
than Edwards, and from his chief disciple, Samuel Hopkins. It also 
fit neatly into the Enlightenment concept of philanthropy (love of 
one’s fellowman, self-sacrifice for the general welfare) which deists 
like Franklin and Jefferson espoused. 

Sidney Mead has pointed out the many ways in which the pietistic 
and rationalist world views coincided in the Revolutionary era.* 
Even Jefferson found the teachings of Jesus the most sublime moral 
ethic ever spoken; Franklin believed that all men must accept certain 
fundamental truths—the existence of God, the immortality of the 
soul, the belief in rewards and punishments hereafter, the necessity 
of treating one’s neighbor as one’s self. The inconclusive debate 
over tax-supported education and tax-supported religion in the 
decades after 1776 indicates the difficulty Americans had trying to 
locate and routinize moral, spiritual, and civil authority in the new 
nation despite their broad areas of agreement on politics and di- 
vinity. 

In those years, when the various states had to resolve the question 
of an established church system, it was agreed everywhere that the 
safety and prosperity of the republic rested upon public morality, 
piety, and virtue. It was also agreed that these virtues needed to 
be diffused, inculcated, taught regularly to the common people and 
the rising generations. Disestablishment debates hinged in part on 
whether churches or public schools were the most effective means 
of diffusing morality. Most people thought that both were neces- 
sary. Few denied that public schools should be supported by taxes 
on all, but it no longer seemed feasible to lay taxes to support only 
one denomination. Yet it was not clear whether voluntarism would 
suffice to support public morality and religion. The general run of 
the populace was too selfish (and often too poor) to support vol- 
untarily such expensive institutions as churches. The long debate 
over a general assessment tax for religion (continuing until 1833 in 
Massachusetts) included essentially the same arguments in the for- 
mer Anglican colonies as in the old Congregational ones. 

Several explanations have been offered for why New Englanders 
agreed to continue religious taxes (distributed proportionately 
among all bona fide Christian sects) while Southerners took the 
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opposite view. The most common explanation holds that it was 
easier to sustain a general establishment in New England because, 
although Congregationalists stood to gain most by it, (1) the estab- 
lished clergy had been loyal to the Patriot cause; (2) they had a long 
tradition of public service and respect so there was little anticleri- 
calism; (3) there was more homogeneity in the population and a 
closer link between township life and ecclesiastical life (i.e., the 
towns laid the religious taxes on themselves, not any vestry and 
not the state legislature); (4) Congregationalists since 1728 had ex- 
empted the major dissenting sects from religious taxes; hence, there 
was less reason to suspect them of unfairness; (5) local control left 
open the option of disestablishment, for a town did not have to lay 
religious taxes on everyone if it did not want to; (6) the Congre- 
gationalists had a majority of the votes. 

In the South, however, the effort to create a general assessment 
tax for religion from which the Episcopal Church stood to gain most 
(though this was supported by Patrick Henry and George Wash- 
ington) failed because (1) the established clergy had been Tories; 
(2) they had not served the common people well in the past; (3) 
parish taxes had been laid by the vestries as required by the king 
as head of the church and the vestries were self-perpetuating oli- 
garchies; (4) there was a serious split among the upper class which 
brought men like Jefferson and Madison forward as spokesmen for 
voluntarism and gave a powerful leadership to the dissenters which 
was lacking in New England; (5) lukewarm (rationalist) Episcopa- 
lians and dissenters together may well have been a majority of the 
voters; (6) the establishment had persecuted the dissenters until the 
very outbreak of the Revolution. 

In addition, it was very difficult to devise a system of public 
support for religion which would be fair to all sects, great and small. 
The larger denominations would certainly obtain the lion’s share 
of any religious taxes; new sects would have difficulty getting rec- 
ognized; and no one knew what to do about the vested property 
rights already in the hands of the old established churches. Prud- 
ence and caution suggested that drastic change within the new 
nation should be avoided. “A republic was a delicate polity’; it 
“demanded an extraordinary moral character in the people,” as 
Wood notes, ‘’because virtue was truly the lifeblood of the repub- 
lic.” Many leaders were not yet ready to trust the common people 
to act wisely. ‘’’There must be,’ said John Adams in 1776, ‘a De- 
cency, and Respect, and Veneration introduced for Persons in Au- 
thority, of every Rank, or We are undone.’’’* Hence, during ‘‘the 
Critical Period,” when the masses seemed to support Daniel Shays, 
paper money, and thriftless self-indulgence, the wise and the well- 
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born used every ounce of their prestige and power to persuade the 
citizenry to accept a constitution with carefully built-in checks and 
balances against ‘a factious, turbulent democracy.”” From 1789 to 
1828 the common man continued to accept as leaders those who 
were better educated and more experienced because he did not yet 
quite trust himself with the power that lay within his grasp. Cal- 
vinistic self-doubt died hard even under the optimism resulting 
from a successful revolution and a postmillennial faith. 

Jefferson’s election marked the beginning of a departure from 
this prudent republicanism. The second Great Awakening effected 
its final rejection. Nathan Hatch has described this Awakening in 
terms of the development of a truly “democratic theology,”’ an 
explicitly “egalitarian religion’ and an effort to create “a revolution 
within the church that would place laity and clergy on an equal 
footing” stressing ‘‘a populist hermeneutic premised on the in- 
alienable right of every person to understand the New Testament 
for themselves.” * Theologians have referred to the Awakening in 
terms of the breakdown of Calvinism and the rise of Arminianized 
Evangelicalism. Sidney Mead credited Nathaniel W. Taylor with 
redefining New England theology so as effectively to repudiate 
predestination, original sin, total depravity, and a limited atone- 
ment. The moral responsibility of the individual required under 
“Taylorism,” or ‘‘the New School’ theology, that a person must 
have the power to choose between good and evil (because deists, 
like Jefferson, Paine, Ethan Allen, were equating Calvinism with 
fatalism and ridiculing a view of God which made God the author 
of sin and a tyrant who damned innocent children to eternal hellfire 
because of Adam’s fall). 

In the new theological worldview of the second Great Awakening, 
God became not an angry, vengeful father, but a loving, nourishing 
parent; Christ died not just for the elect but for all men and women; 
God created the world not for his own glory but for human hap- 
piness; children were not born totally depraved but free moral 
agents who needed to be treated with respect (for they came ‘‘trail- 
ing clouds of glory”; the child was parent to the adult, not a child 
of the devil to be submissive to parental authority). Grace was not 
irresistibly forced upon persons, and even saints might backslide; 
grace was freely offered and, upon true repentance and faith, freely 
acquired; persons consented to God’s government as they did to 
their own government and worked for it out of their own self- 
interest; sovereignty might now be trusted to the common people 
because they were not worms or loathsome spiders but children of 
God, capable of self-discipline, self-control, who innately and in- 
tuitively responded to the presence of God in nature; persons 
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were not only to be trusted with power (regardless of property 
qualifications or education) but they were also omnicompetent in 
their potential for self-development; therefore, no one was more fit 
to rule America than ‘‘a man of the people’’—a symbol of their will 
because he embodied their spirit. 

Dickson D. Bruce, John Boles, and Donald Mathews have dem- 
onstrated how Methodist concepts of free will and free grace became 
the folk religion of the frontier west of the Appalachians after 1800 
because they appealed to a people ready to accept their own re- 
sponsibility for success or failure in this world.” Mary Douglas has 
noted that a religion which deemphasizes ritual and hierarchy re- 
quires the parents to explain to the child “the consequences of his 
acts” and to persuade him to self-discipline. Such personalized 
religion celebrates ‘the autonomy and unique values of the indi- 
vidual.’ 

In order to combat the anticlericalism of the Enlightenment, the 
Calvinist ministry had to prove that Christianity was more reason- 
able than deism. A world constructed by a clockmaker God and run 
by natural laws with which God never interfered was, as Taylor, 
Beecher, and Finney said, more fatalistic than the Christian world 
in which God played a daily and active personal part performing 
miracles of transformation for those who believed all things were 
possible in Christ. The miracle of conversion wiped the slate clean 
for the worst of sinners and gave him or her a brand-new start in 
life. Through miraculously transformed individuals, the world itself 
might be altered, reformed, and made ready for Christ’s return. 
Furthermore, a world run by natural law was less democratic than 
one in which God's will and power were immediately available 
through grace and intuition to every person; only a learned indi- 
vidual with the wealth and leisure to study at the colleges could 
ever master the scientific intricacies of nature. A democratic nation 
needed an egalitarian religion. 

The final stage in America’s “change in the flow of authority” 
took place between 1800 and 1830 through a belief in miracles. 
Deferential politics waned and egalitarian democracy increased be- 
cause Americans felt the need for a God who was directly available 
to serve their needs and solve their problems, to inspire them with 
faith in themselves and hope for the millennium regardless of their 
status, family background, or educational attainments. This awak- 
ening, Wood says, ‘‘Christianized’’ the classical republicanism of 
the Revolution; it united ‘‘piety and patriotism” into a totally new 
concept of e pluribus unum, and it reversed the epistemology of 
Lockian sensationalism for the intuitive epistemology of Scottish 
common sense.* Perry Miller saw this Awakening as the search for 
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national unity and community through a transcendent evangelical 
faith which cut across all denominational and sectarian divisions; 
by 1830, despite the proliferation of new denominations, the new 
nation felt it had achieved “a union of intelligence, public spirit, 
and moral principle’ which made it culturally unique; “that sort of 
union,” said the president of Amherst College in 1831, ‘‘makes 
every patriot a Christian, and every Christian a patriot.” ** Wood 
concludes that ‘the great revival [of 1800 to 1830] was thus working 
out the Revolution in religion. By popularizing religion as never 
before and by extending organized Christianity into the remotest 
areas of America, the revival marked the beginning of the repub- 
licanizing and nationalizing of American religion.” #! 

How did it come about? John Berens, like Miller and Wood, finds 
the years after 1800 crucial to “the sanctification of American na- 
tionalism’’ because Americans once again found God’s Providence 
at work both in their ability to surmount political and military crises 
as well as in continued showers of spiritual blessing. The Napoleonic 
wars brought the nation to the brink of war with France in 1798 
and almost led to the secession of New England atter the Embargo 
Act of 1807. A two-party system evolved which threatened to divide 
the nation politically while regional divisions seemed to anticipate 
a split between North and South or East and West. Both Federalists 
and Democratic-Republicans laid claim to being the only true ex- 
positors and guarantors of America’s mission; each denounced the 
other as a faction whose principles would undermine the whole 
experiment in freedom. When war came in 1812, the Federalists 
declined to cooperate and only divine intervention stopped the 
Indians (at Tippecanoe and Horseshoe Bend) and the British (in 
New Orleans). The Hartford Convention cast an odium upon the 
Federalist leaders only a “‘little short of treason,” while God guided 
the frontiersmen of Kentucky and Tennessee to victory under the 
frontier hero, Andrew Jackson. Jackson was obviously the embod- 
iment not only of the popular will but also of God's will. 

Nathan Hatch argues that the new Christian denomination, 
founded in the West by Barton W. Stone and Alexander Campbell 
in 1830, was the epitome of the second Great Awakening. This 
radical religious movement represented ‘the exaltation of public 
opinion as a primary religious authority,” for its preachers and 
followers were convinced that ‘’biblical authority could emerge from 
below, from the will of the people.” The Christians were “venting 
their hostility not against Calvinism in some narrow sense,” but 
sounding ‘‘the death knell for corporate and hierarchic conceptions 
of the social order.’ What Hatch attributes to the Christians, Wood 
attributes to the Mormons: 
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Some radical evangelicals thought they could end the religious 
chaos by appealing to the Bible as the lowest common denominator 
of Christian belief. The Scriptures were to be to democratic religion 
what the Constitution was to democratic politics—the fundamental 
document that would bind all American Christians together in one 
national community. The biblical literalism of these years became, 
in fact, popular religion’s ultimate concession to the Enlighten- 
ment—the recognition that religious truth now needed documen- 
tary “proof.” # 


Joseph Smith, noting that differences in biblical interpretation tend- 
ed “to destroy all confidence in settling the question by an appeal 
to the Bible,” realized that a new prophetic revelation was neces- 
sary, and when it came, it came to one of the common folk. 

Even before the Mormon revelation and the founding of the 
Christians, James O’Kelly, Peter Cartwright, and Charles G. Finney 
had broken the stranglehold of Calvinism upon American thought. 
O'Kelly and Cartwright spoke for the Methodists in the Southwest 
who, though Arminians since 1740, had suffered under the cloud 
of John Wesley’s Toryism during the Revolution. Finney spoke for 
the New School divinity of Presbyterians and Congregationalists in 
its most radical and forthright form in the Middle West. Flatly 
rejecting Calvinism, where Taylor and Beecher had tried simply to 
redefine it, Finney proclaimed in 1828 that it was manifestly “un- 
reasonable” for God to require the performance of the duty of 
making a new heart (as he does in Ezekiel 18:31) if ‘at the same 
time He knows we have not the power to obey.” The Westminster 
Confession of 1648, the basis of Calvinism in New England, was a 
fraud upon Christianity, Finney concluded. Jonathan Edwards had 
led men astray with his attacks upon freedom of the will. ‘As 
therefore, God requires men to make to themselves a new heart on 
pain of eternal death,’”’ Finney preached, ‘‘it is the strongest possible 
evidence that they are able to do it.” Furthermore, Finney claimed 
to have discovered the spiritual laws by which God operated just 
as Locke and Adam Smith had discovered his laws of politics and 
economics. God worked through the religious affections and used 
the words of the preacher to excite and transform the hearts of 
men. Revivals were not ““miracles prayed down” from heaven but 
psychologically ‘‘worked up” by skillful evangelists using the means 
prescribed by God. If man could engineer revivals, he could convert 
the world, and if he could convert the world, he could make it into 
a millennial Paradise fit for Christ’s triumphal return. The true spirit 
of the Christian, Finney said, ‘is necessarily that of the reformer. 
To the universal reformation of the world they stand committed.’’** 
Their reforms were to be undertaken voluntarily through benevo- 
lent associations and by these engines of ‘universal reformation,” 
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Finney told Jacksonian America in 1835, ‘the millenium [sic] may 
come in this country in three years.’’* 

Finney was a perfectionist, and most American evangelicals after 
1830 became perfectionists of one sort or another. The New School 
theology taught them to take the Word of God literally, and God 
said, ‘‘Be ye therefore perfect even as your Father in heaven.’’ Those 
outside the church believed this as firmly as those within it. Mil- 
lennialism became not simply a hope or a doctrine but a plan of 
action, a national commitment. Andrew Jackson, though not a 
member of any church, spoke for ‘the nation with the soul of a 
church” when he said in his first inaugural in 1828, “I believe man 
can be elevated; man can become more and more endowed with 
divinity; and as he does, he becomes more Godlike in his character 
and capable of governing himself. Let us go on elevating our people, 
perfecting our institutions, until democracy shall reach such a point 
of perfection that we can acclaim with truth, that the voice of the 
people is the voice of God.” 

Implicitly, America itself was the church of God in action; its 
voters (whether members of any specific denomination of Christians 
or not) spoke as God’s chosen people, for the United States itself 
was the embodiment of God’s purpose. Power had come to the 
people at last in its fullest form. ‘This vast transformation,’’ says 
Wood, “this move from classical republicanism to romantic de- 
mocracy in a matter of decades, was the real American revolution.” 
Americans had become as gods. The revolt against a patriarchal, 
hierarchical, corporate feudal world that began in 1730 had been 
resolved in a new consensus which constituted the true birth of the 
nation in 1830. Civil and religious liberty, as understood by the 
common man, was the will of God, as Bancroft explained. The 
expansion in power, prosperity, and territory of America was ‘the 
manifest destiny” of God for God’s people. The idea of religious 
liberty had, for the time being, found a new equilibrium in civil 
liberty. Temporal and spiritual power were fused even while Amer- 
icans proclaimed to the world that they were the first nation on 
earth truly to understand that religious freedom meant the sepa- 
ration of church and state. Perry Miller concluded that by 1830 
“religious liberty opened the highway to a greater uniformity than 
the Church of Rome ever contemplated.’’* Such are the unintended 
consequences of purposive action. Ever since, from the Mormons 
to the Creationists, we have been testing the limits of religious 
liberty under popular sovereignty. 
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“A Nation Bom Again”: 
The Union Prayer Meeting 
Revival and Cultural 
Revitalization 


Leonard IJ. Sweet 


or quite some time Timothy L. Smith and J. Edwin Orr' have 

been nudging other historians to sit up and take notice of a 
revival that is so haphazardly interpreted that there exists little 
unanimity on what even to call it: ‘““Laymen’s Revival,” ‘Holiness 
Revival,” “YMCA Revival,” ‘1858 Revival,” ‘‘Businessmen’s Re- 
vival,” or ‘’Prayer Meeting Revival.” The eyes of contemporaries, 
however, saw no such cloudiness. They called this revival that so 
enthralled them ‘‘the most extensive and thorough ever experienced 
in the United States,’”’ ‘‘the most remarkable ever known in the 
history of the Christian church,” “The Great Revival,’”’ “The Great 
Awakening,” or simply but strongly ‘The Revival.’’? 

Much of the treatment that has been given to the Union Prayer 
Meeting Revival addresses the issue of origins: who or what started 
it. The favorite candidate both now and then is the economic col- 
lapse of 1857, which gave laity the leisure to ponder laying up 
treasures in heaven, where depressions do not break in and steal 
and where inflation does not panic and corrupt.? Other observers, 
both then and now, denied that the revival was triggered by the 
autumnal commercial convulsions.‘ Instead they traced its origin to 
the union prayer meetings sponsored by America’s YMCAs,* the 
strategies for evangelism adopted in 1856 by many New York City 
churches, Charles G. Finney’s Boston revival,” and Phoebe and 
Walter Palmer’s Ontario and Quebec revivals.® 

The historical dimensions of this revival are only beginning to be 
appreciated. Richard Carwardine has analyzed its transatlantic con- 
text, and J. Edwin Orr has written a book measuring the revival’s 
worldwide proportions.’ Scholars have yet to discover the role of 
team ministries in spreading and shaping the revival (Charles and 
Elizabeth Finney, Phoebe and Walter Palmer, Catherine and William 
Booth, Mary and William E. Boardman, Ellen Louis and B. T. Rob- 
erts)."° Somewhat paradoxically, furthermore, we need to study 
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why the masses of church women took a backseat in the revival 
itself, an unusual sight in the history of nineteenth-century evan- 
gelism, and why the percentage of heads of families converted 
appears larger in this revival than before.'' In short, the Union 
Prayer Meeting Revival needs to be examined within the whole 
context of nineteenth-century patterns of revivalism. 

The focus of this essay is limited to a preliminary probing of the 
cultural significance of the Union Prayer Meeting Revival. Timothy 
L. Smith, in his engaging and engaged book Revivalism and Social 
Reform, has argued that the revival helped to prepare the churches 
and the country not only for the approaching political conflict which 
produced the Civil War but also for the approaching industrial strife 
which produced the social gospel movement. The revival geared 
the nation for the assault on slavery and “rejuvenated as well the 
crusades against intemperance, Sabbath desecration, and neglect 
of the poor.””'? William G. McLoughlin, on the other hand, argues 
that the revival was concerned with ‘‘personal perfection, not social 
reform,’”” and as an urban, northern phenomenon of 1858 ‘‘exac- 
erbated sectional animosity’ and ‘‘helped tip the secular business- 
man toward the importance of maintaining the Union at any cost." 
The possibility that the revival was ‘‘a concerted effort by Ameri- 
cans, North and South, to relieve the social tensions of the slavery 
and secession crisis and to assert some new sense of national iden- 
tity that could create the climate for yet another sectional compro- 
mise by Whigs and Democrats,’’ a hypothesis McLoughlin raises 
and then flatly dismisses,"* is the exploration of this paper. 

Historians are easily misled concerning the effects of the Union 
Prayer Meeting Revival because the conventional historical judg- 
ment has interpreted the revival as a mere spasm of religious aware- 
ness, a northern, urban, businessmen’s response to economic ad- 
versity that dissipated in the air of prosperity. All this is subject to 
criticism. In his provocative look at The South and the North in Amer- 
ican Religion, Samuel S. Hill, Jr., accents the similarity of religious 
praxis throughout the regions in antebellum America and argues 
that religious interaction was “vigorous” and “commonplace, right 
through 1860."’'* This essay suggests that the Union Prayer Meeting 
Revival was not an exception to Hill’s observation about the “near- 
ness” of the two regions except as it demonstrates one of the few 
examples of the North looking South rather than almost always the 
other way around. For the span of roughly a year in most locations 
and much longer in others, the revival exerted a unifying force on 
the American nation, making ‘third cousins” (Hill's description of 
North-South kinship patterns) feel that they were back into rela- 
tionship together, if not as chums, then at least as “first cousins.’ 
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A national drama of reconciliation and unity was played on the 
stage of religion. Instead of preparing the way for war, as the revival 
is usually construed, the first phase of the revival functioned as a 
preventative. Just as American religion, beginning with the Meth- 
odists and Baptists in the 1840s, “rehearsed” secession through 
splitting into northern and southern entities, so beginning in 1857 
religion served briefly to halt division and restore a fragile sense of 
identity to the nation. The prime offender in modeling secession 
now styled itself the major redeemer in maintaining union. The 
Union Prayer Meeting Revival tapped deep but increasingly des- 
perate streams of religious hope that a baptism of Christian unity 
could avert a baptism of blood. 


Americans greeted the Union Prayer Meeting Revival with ex- 
travagant claims and expectations. For the secular press like the 
New York Evening Post or Daily Tribune, the revival was the number 
one news story of 1858 and “the most striking phenomenon of the 
day.’’” The religious press wondered whether the millennium had 
not begun. “One would think,” wrote a correspondent for the 
Nashville Christian Advocate, ‘‘that the great day of the Lord was at 
hand, and the whole world would soon be filled with his glory.” 
As the revival’s transatlantic sprawl became more apparent, the 
predictions were pitched even higher. ‘‘We are to see such an 
outpouring of God’s Spirit and grace as we have never seen in all 
past and present, far surpassing in depth and power anything the 
world has ever seen, to pervade not only our cities and cities only, 
but our land and all lands.’””"* The Chicago Christian Times, in a 
front-page treatment of the revival entitled ‘The World Can Be 
Converted,’’ contended that Americans were experiencing a “‘fore- 
taste” of the coming “millennial glory.’’'? Harriet Beecher Stowe, 
prompted by the sight of theaters functioning as churches, houses 
of vice being turned into schools of virtue, and businessmen willing 
to leave their businesses in the middle of the day and attend to 
God’s business, composed an article comparing biblical prophecy 
about ‘characteristics of millennial times” with the promise of the 
revival to sacralize the secular in American society.” 

English commentators were often equally enthusiastic. Awed by 
the power of the revival’s growing presence in the two leading 
nations of the globe—’‘Whatever England and America are for the 
next twenty years, the world will become’’—they found in the 
revival’s birthplace in the New World confirmation of America’s 
chosen status and “rational expectation” of a “worldwide revival 
hailing the millennial dawn.” 7! The journal of the Evangelical Al- 
liance printed a report from its Philadelphia correspondent specu- 
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lating that ‘‘the revival that is to introduce the millennium, with all 
its power, sublimity, and glory, may now have fairly set in.” Even 
doubters like the southern preacher William F. Broaddus, who 
hedged his hopes by saying, “I do not say we are in the midst of 
a millennium,’ went on to lecture that if Americans would roll the 
revival across the Atlantic, the millennium would ensue. ‘““‘We are 
in the midst of eventful times, and a fearful responsibility waits on 
us.” The world never would be converted by individual conver- 
sions. Only the shaking of social foundations by powerful spiritual 
upheavals could usher in God’s kingdom.” 

The Union Prayer Meeting Revival rejuvenated America’s self- 
image as a chosen nation and America’s millennial ambitions. At 
a time when the whole nation was fragmented over slavery, gripped 
in the clutches of secessionist sentiment, just when many Americans 
had despaired of Christianity’s ability to perfect history and advance 
civilization, when the American moral landscape was a graveyard 
of unburied hopes, when many feared America’s “mania” for 
money had dried up its heart, 


our whole nation seemed to be born again, in a day. We are as 
men that dreamed . . . without expectations, without special meas- 
ures, without distinction of sect, or sex, or age, or climate, or 
erudition, religion comes home to the bosom of all men. A mys- 
terious and sudden solemnity pervades every haunt of business 
and pleasure. . . . Never since the day of miracles, was there such 
a demonstration of supernal power, in the religion of Jesus.” 


Like the Princeton professor who, before students at Oxford Female 
College, made the preceding analysis of the significance of the 
awakening, the American public and press found it of great signif- 
icance to America’s future that when everyone least expected it, 
God visited the nation with a sudden, spontaneous awakening that 
was free of overheated emotionalism, human management, orga- 
nized opposition, and sectarian rivalry. 

Unlike many other revival eras, Americans were conscious they 
were living through a revival and self-conscious about it being a 
“national awakening’’—almost as if they were trying too hard, 
trying both to make it come true and to see it come to pass. Some 
indeed were, as one periodical observed of a contemporary chron- 
icler of the revival whose claims for the awakening, if true, “would 
make the earth almost millennial.» Yet the issue was less whether 
the millennium was coming than whether America would be its site 
when it arrived. Only religious forces were deemed strong enough 
to restore America’s millennial perceptions of itself which had rust- 
ed from the corrosive forces of sectional strife and moral dispute. 
When congregations heard admonitions about “‘the great alternative 
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set before you: turn or die; repent or perish; believe or be damned,” 
they appropriated these words to the nation as well as to them- 
selves.%> James W. Alexander, former church history professor at 
Princeton and pastor of the Nineteenth Street Presbyterian Church 
in New York City, preached a sermon during the revival on Amer- 
ica’s greater need for revivals than any other Christian nation. If 
America’s privileged status among the nations of the world were 
to be saved from “‘sectional feud, factious division, disaster and 
desolation” and if the nation were to become once again a ‘’Holy 
Flock,” America must become as religious and righteous as it has 
become large and wealthy. 


Our nation! There used to be magic in the word. Our country 
was the watchword that passed with magnetic swiftness and power 
through the lines of our forefathers. Has it ceased to charm their 
soris? Have we sunk into unpatriotic selfishness? Have Christian 
souls forgotten—can they forget—what it is that blesses a country— 
that righteousness exalteth a nation—that the Gospel only can 
redeem us from violence, vice, and damning falsehood?” 


The revival had come, the Chicago Christian Times pealed forth on 
its front page, to cleanse the nation from its sins by purifying its 
businesses, politics, literature, churches, and by checking its spirit 
of “worldliness and money getting.” The revival exhibited God's 
plan to save America, “‘to save our country from ruin, ... to 
regenerate public opinion, and change the course of our nation.’’”8 
Certain unique features of the Prayer Meeting Revival, believed 
by its contemporaries to be different from every other religious 
awakening in history,?? fanned the hopes of renewal for the nation’s 
millennial vocation. The unprecedented places of origin and rapidity 
of spread startled everyone into respect. The windows of heaven 
seemed to open almost simultaneously on America’s three largest 
and most “‘wicked” cities—New York (Fulton Street Church), Phil- 
adelphia (Jayne’s Hall), and Boston (Old South Church). Much as 
in the time of the early church and its urban centers of Jerusalem, 
Antioch, Ephesus, Rome, and Corinth, cities were hit first during 
the Prayer Meeting Revival. The business centers of America, once 
hotbeds of commerce, had now become hotbeds of conversions. 
Except for J. Edwin Orr, historians have found it difficult to 
disagree with contemporaries like revivalist Charles G. Finney or 
Cincinnati Congregationalist C. B. Boynton who contended that 
slavery was such a sludge in the South’s soul that showers of 
blessing could not penetrate it. Even northern churches which were 
silent on the slavery issues, they argued, were immune to revivals. * 
Yet the claim that the revival did not touch the South like the rest 
of the nation, or that its progress depended on anti-slavery senti- 
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ment, will not bear up under close scrutiny. One reason why the 
southern end of the revival escaped being headlined in the press 
or heralded over the wires, as southern bishop and college president 
Warren Akin Candler pointed out, was that the South had few large 
cities as compared to the North, and the revival was widely scattered 
over southern rural populations. How much Candler was given to 
exaggeration in his statement that, proportionately, revivals were 
“greater in the South than in any other section” is difficult to 
determine.” 

Newspapers in cities like Cincinnati, Louisville, Charleston, Sa- 
vannah, Nashville, Mobile, Vicksburg, New Orleans, and St. Louis 
bear testimony to the revival’s indiscriminate geography. The re- 
vival began in cities of the northeastern axis, but within a few 
months it had like a Mexican jumping bean hit virtually every town 
and hamlet in the North, South, East, and, somewhat later, West.* 
What had usually happened only to single communities in previous 
patterns of American revivalism was now happening to an entire 
nation. Revival did not wait on revivalists to carry it from place to 
place. “The northern, middle, western and southern states were 
moved as by one common mighty influence.’’** It was as if Pentecost 
were being repeated simultaneously in every American community 
and the Holy Spirit were subduing an entire nation. When the fire 
bells struck at noon, the prayer bells struck at America’s churches, 
halls, hotels, shops, and schools. All America, it seemed, was going 
together to prayer meeting and falling on its knees. 

Neither storms of winter nor vacations of summer stopped people 
from attending their rounds of prayer meetings, and when New 
York City took its annual summer migration up to Saratoga Springs, 
they took prayer meetings with them. New York City pastors like 
Theodore Ledyard Cuyler were not the only ones ‘‘kept busy for 
six months, night and day’”’ when the revival was at its peak. An 
Atlanta, Georgia, pastor exclaimed in sublime exhaustion, ‘There 
are revivals almost everywhere,”’ and in New Orleans the revival 
was billed as ‘‘an epoch-making event’ with “evangelical Chris- 
tianity never in so prosperous a condition in the Crescent City, as 
now.”’™ In Chattanooga, Tennessee, even though an assortment of 
prayer meetings were offered every hour of the day and night, the 
city suspended business for a day to encourage universal partici- 
pation, proclaiming the holiday a ‘Thanksgiving Day’’ for the re- 
vival that seemed to be sweeping the entire nation.* 

Mention is often made of the revival’s impact on northeastern 
and midwestern colleges like Yale, Amherst, Princeton, Union, 
Harvard, University of Michigan, Williams, and Dartmouth. What 
is often overlooked is that the revival also rippled through southern 
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colleges like Oglethorpe University in Georgia, Emory, North Car- 
olina, Wake Forest, University of Virginia, Jefferson College, and 
Baylor, as well as numerous male and female academies and sem- 
inaries.°° 

Doorways were choked with people trying to get into union 
prayer meetings in both the cities and small towns of America, 
making it difficult to gauge the accuracy of estimates putting the 
number of new converts in one year’s time at one-half million.*’ 
“Small towns and rural communities were as powerfully affected 
as the great cities,” Timothy Smith writes.** Happy rumors circu- 
lated widely about several small New England towns where not a 
single adult sinner was spared the assault of conversion. One broth- 
er from a small, western New York village testified that he would 
never have been at the prayer meeting had not “the people of 
Bloomfield resolved that not a sinner should be left in town.” 
Even the icy waters of the Mohawk River knew there was something 
unusual going on in one little town that hugged its banks when the 
ice was broken to accommodate eager souls impatient for baptism 
by immersion.” As one traveler boasted from personal observation, 
“From Omaha City, Nebraska, to Washington, there was a line of 
prayer-meetings along the whole length of the road; so that, wherever a 
Christian traveller stopped to spend the evening, he could find a 
crowded prayer-meeting, across the entire breadth of our vast re- 
public.” 


Various agencies labored to promote a revival that would engulf 
the entire country. The denominations themselves worked mightily 
to implement a national revival. Denominational presses in the 
South, for example, featured the evangelistic methods of the north- 
ern revival as models and motivation for southern involvement in 
the awakening. Denominational assemblies also featured narratives 
of revival progress which encouraged emulation.” The four Old 
School presbyteries representing 300 ministers, 500 churches, and 
50,000 members in western Pennsylvania, eastern and middle Ohio, 
and northwest Virginia met in November, 1857, to deliberate how 
the revivals could be extended to “our whole church.””® 

Ecumenical agencies like the YMCA were even more instrumental 
than denominations in obtaining a national scope to the revival. 
YMCAs were most often one of the first, if not the first, group to 
conduct and coordinate union prayer meetings in cities like New 
York, Philadelphia, Boston, Baltimore, Cincinnati, Chicago, Mil- 
waukee, Cleveland, Charleston, Nashville, New Orleans, and San 
Francisco.“ Some friends of the YMCA complained that such gen- 
eral evangelistic thrusts dissipated the associations’ raison d'etre. It 
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was the unique mission of the YMCA to throw a net of help and 
holiness around young men moving into America’s cities. Let the 
established denominations, they argued, be responsible for com- 
munity evangelism, and let them guide and control the revival.* 
Yet if there were a national sponsor of the Union Praver Meeting 
Revival, the YMCA was it. Although the revival overflowed its 
patronage, the YMCA proved to be a consistent connecting link 
between North and South. The New York City YMCA’s ‘‘Committee 
on Devotional Meetings,”’ for example, sent circulars throughout 
the nation inviting all Americans to unite and promote the cause 
of Christ, an appeal that was advertised in the South, and requested 
other parts of the country to correspond with them about the course 
of the revival.* Similarly, the Philadelphia YMCA published an 
eighty-page summary of the revival entitled Pentecost: or the Work 
of God in Philadelphia (1858) which they intended to ‘stimulate our 
brethren in Christ everywhere to more fervent praver and increased 
Zea? 

An unwitting but potent promoter of a nationwide revival was 
the secular press, which gave the ‘Great Turning to the Lord’ 
extensive coverage. Some even gauged public interest so high and 
the public interest such at stake that they devoted front-page space 
to the schedule of weekly prayer meetings and lent editorial en- 
dorsement to informational efforts about ‘‘The Present Religious 
Awakening in the World.’’* It was not only the religious press that 
kept tabs on which denominations were most actively sponsoring 
the revival, quantifying state by state the number of conversions 
and replacing news from Washington with news from prayer meet- 
ings as the lead articles. Newspapers which could not rely on field 
correspondents fed their readers’ appetites for revival news by 
reprinting New York City newspapers’ coverage of the event, es- 
pecially Horace Greeley’s April 3, 1858, Extra on ‘The Great Re- 
vival.”’** The Union Prayer Meeting Revival was one of the most 
covered religious events in the history of American journalism. By 
bannering the work of the Spirit, the press became one of the major 
advertising agencies for the national awakening. 

Religious propaganda was also calculated to export the revival 
from northeastern urban centers to all parts of the country. Harvey 
Newcomb authored a handbook in lay evangelism designed to 
perpetuate the revival and dedicated to all “converts in the revival 
of 1858." A history of the New York City revival quickly appeared 
to help extend the revival throughout America, and representative 
sermons from the awakening were collected and published with 
the hope that “Christians in other parts of the country” will be 
similarly moved.*! Penny-press hymnbooks, pamphlets, and tracts 
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were widely distributed. In fact, while other businesses complained 
of languishing sales during the depression, booksellers rejoiced in 
a booming business selling religious iiterature and anything having 
to do with “the leading topic of the day.” In every major U.S. 
city, wherever strangers might congregate, places such as hotels, 
railroad depots, steamboat and ferry landings, boarding houses and 
newspaper offices, schedules of prayer meetings were posted or 
handbills distributed in hopes of igniting with the flame of revival 
visitors whose return home would spread the fire. 

The strategy of reading aloud prayer requests at meetings con- 
tributed significantly to the yearning for and development of a 
nationwide revival. Not uncommonly were prayers offered for the 
awakening to span the Atlantic to the Pacific. Letters from other 
parts of the country were read soliciting prayers for communities 
as yet untouched by the Spirit: specifically, for example, prayers 
were beseeched for a Virginia presbytery which was ‘among the 
few reported at the late General Assembly wholly unvisited with 
showers of grace.’” 

Another evidence to contemporaries of the revival’s cleansing of 
America’s calling was the universality of the Spirit's sweep through 
society as well as geography. ‘The subjects of the revival included 
all classes,” one observer reported, ‘the high and the low, the rich 
and the poor, the learned and the ignorant. The most hopeless and 
forbidding were brought under its almighty power.’’** The pene- 
tration of the revival into all classes was part of a predetermined 
strategy. One of the unusual evangelistic techniques developed 
during the revival was the targeting of professions and classes for 
special revivalistic appeals. Aside from the prayer meetings where 
everyone was invited, there were special services for ‘‘working- 
men,” “businessmen,” ‘‘boys,” “ladies,” lawyers, fishermen, sail- 
ors, store clerks, policemen, firemen, and others. Engine houses 
held daily Bible studies for their occupants, hotels accommodated 
prayer meetings for their waiters and workers, and one New York 
City publishing house every noon converted its offices into a reli- 
gious chapel for the employees.** Most major cities and some smaller 
communities boasted special services for police, firefighters, and 
their families.*° Appropriate texts were chosen (“Is Not My Word 
a Fire?’’) and specialized tracts printed (‘To Firemen,” “To Po- 
lice’’).” The attendance from various Philadelphia fire companies 
and their families at one prayer meeting totaled an astounding 
1,779, and a service for firemen in New York City’s Academy of 
Music drew what was billed as ‘’the largest congregation ever as- 
sembled within walls in America for Protestant religious services.’’™ 
Ethnics and the poor were targets of special drives, with various 
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cities having their undersides scoured by union lay visitation teams 
like New York City’s “Flying Artillery.” Philadelphia’s YMCA en- 
dowed a 3,000-seat ‘‘Union Tabernacle Tent’’ which was dedicated 
to the exclusive use in oppressed sectors of the city and which 
featured services in ethnic languages and collected no offerings.” 

Denominations like the Episcopalians previously antagonistic to 
revivals climbed aboard and sat comfortably with everyone else. 
The doors of three of the Protestant Episcopal Church’s most pres- 
tigious churches—Church of the Ascension in New York, St. Paul's 
in Philadelphia, and Trinity Church in Boston—were stormed open 
by the winds of revival and the rush to prayer meetings. Episco- 
palians in Washington, D. C., prided themselves in reaping a bigger 
harvest from the revival than any other denomination in that city 
reaped.” Universalist and Unitarian critics of former revivals like 
James Freeman Clarke and Frederic Dan Huntington explained that 
“there are revivals and revivals, and 1858 is not 1828."""' Everyone 
was overjoyed with the smattering of Jewish and Roman Catholic 
involvement in the revival, especially its promotion by the Illinois 
priest, Father Charles Chiniquy, and by the usually unyielding New 
York Bishop John Hughes’s openness to the genuineness of the 
revival’s conversions.* No corner of society was to be left unswept— 
even the churches were changed through the revival’s pervasive 
doctrine of holiness. It looked as if the whole American family were 
getting a bath. 


It is not without significance that during the revival this word 
“union” became a sort of national incantation, not just a political 
mind-set. ‘‘Union” was the Prayer Meeting Revival’s favorite word. 
The distinguishing and shimmering feature of the revival, wrote 
one participant, was “‘the cardinal doctrine ot Christian union.” 
“Christian union,” wrote another, was the singular doctrine of this 
fourth great revival under the gospel dispensation just as the Pen- 
tecost revival had preached the divinity of Christ, the Reformation 
revival justification by faith, and the first Great Awakening of Ed- 
wards and Whitefield “instantaneous conversion and regeneration 
by the Holy Spirit." The underlying premise of “union’’ prayer 
meetings was the more inclusiveness, the better. Merchants, law- 
yers, and doctors stood side by side with beggars, mechanics, clerks, 
and omnibus drivers. Methodists, Baptists, and Presbyterians sat 
on the same platform with Dutch Reformed, Lutherans, and Ep- 
iscopalians. Lay and clergy voices mixed in prayer, and they often 
grasped each other’s hands for a benediction of prayer and song. 
At a time when congregational singing was being displaced by 
semioperatic performances, the singing was strong and harmoni- 
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ous. When northerners and westerners, southerners and easterners 
sang together ‘All Hail the Power of Jesus’ Name” or ‘Rock of 
Ages” with lungs swelled to the sky, it was as if the building, not 
the-people, were singing. Differences faded from view, and for a 
moment at least, all felt like they were brothers and sisters, part of 
a national community again. As one participant expressed it, “it 
seems just like family prayer.’’® 

Lay Christians were equally if not more instrumental than clergy 
in slaking the nation’s craving for unity by stirring up through the 
revival a sense of common identity and destiny. The “union spirit’ 
owed its power and allegiance not to the professionals but to the 
people. A frequently used litany praised the laity for their efforts 
to bring rival denominations and jealous clergy to cooperate with 
one another. Horace Greeley’s attempt to catapult Henry Ward 
Beecher into the role of “Magnum Apollos” of the revival fell with 
a thud as people insisted on celebrating the nameless amateurs who 
appeared to be teaching the professionals. Disgusted with the es- 
tablished sources of authority, the political and religious experts 
who had botched things up and led the nation to its misbegotten 
mess, the people took things into their own hands. Although ul- 
timately they labored in vain, they worked to fashion “union” from 
the ground up. 

The uniform structure of almost all union prayer meetings was 
designed to promote a “‘union spirit’’ among classes, regions, and 
denominations. Without any election of a chairperson or secretary, 
a lay person presided at the meetings, but the order was actually 
maintained by the congregation itself. Prominently posted on the 
walls were rules for the meetings. Prayers and exhortations could 
last no longer than five (later reduced to three, the limit in most 
places) minutes, and the five-minute rule was strictly enforced by 
a merciless spring bell that faithfully executed its errand. The intent 
behind timing prayers and testimonies, singing only a few verses 
of a hymn, and not reading over fifteen to twenty verses of Scripture 
was more than a desire to get the service over with in under an 
hour, though this was a clear indication that the laity was running 
things. Rather, it was primarily a desire to create an orchestra of 
harmony and spirit of unity. William C. Conant explained the dif- 
ference between a service based on prayer and one based on preach- 
ing in the following terms: 

Rapid succession is essential to the union of many utterances in 

one unbroken chain, of many notes in one expressive melody, or 

many individuals in the collective majesty of a ‘‘public.’’ A succes- 
sion of prolonged tones may be never so sweet, or soft, or grand, 
and may vary throughout the widest compass of the scale; but 
they are not music, for the want of connection and unity. Instead 
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of a dialogue, it is a series of soliloquies, and the wonderful product 
of the social principle by which mere men become that sublime 
object MAN, and can in that character hold exalted converse, the 
whole with each, and each with the whole—is lost.” 


Preaching, which had a history of exciting controversy and exac- 
erbating denominational rivalry, was relegated by the laity to a 
backseat. And even the preaching that was done, as revealed in a 
collection of thirty sermons delivered during the course of the re- 
vival by clergy from diverse denominations, exhibited a uniformity 
of message. All preached the same truths, all shunned theological 
controversy, and all reflected the quest for holiness." People came 
together not to hear eloquent sermons by polished professionals 
but to engage in social prayer and public testimony. The people 
were the preachers, which is why some proclaimed this the most 
democratic, most American of all the revivals.** Other revivals in 
America may have been known for greater quality of preaching. 
But never had America, it was believed, known a greater density 
of prayer. 

The blurring of lay-clergy distinctions was also matched by a 
blotting out of ecclesiastical identities. The New York Daily Tribune 
called the revival ‘‘anti-denominational” because “the advancement 
of sectarian views is not tolerated in any form.’’*? Persons who rose 
to speak were forbidden to announce their denominational affilia- 
tion, and the use of nondenominational Sunday School Union 
hymnbooks insured that no doctrinal peculiarities would intrude 
to curdle the spirit of the meeting. Some were so sensitive about 
the possibilities of offending anyone that they advocated the exclu- 
sive singing of ““God’s hymnbook,”’ the one situated in the middle 
of the Bible.” The spirit of unity and friendship had melted down 
ancient feuds among the faithful to the point that a newspaper from 
Sandusky, Ohio, reported rather impishly that a Baptist minister 
offered his services to his Methodist colleague, volunteering to 
immerse any Methodist converts who elected that form of baptism 
but to baptize them as a “candidate for your church.” That was 
unity gone too far for the Methodist. “l prefer to wash my own 
sheep,” he replied.”) The ecumenical slogan of the Cincinnati re- 
vival, ““A Long Pull and a Strong Pull and a Pull Altogether’ 
summed up what clergy meant when they floated from union prayer 
meetings on clouds of communion, saying, ‘Our hearts have fused, 
and our prejudices have been broken down.” But even more 
instructive to contemporaries and illuminating to historians was the 
oft-repeated story of how Baltimore tried to imitate New York, 
Philadelphia, and Boston and joined thé revival bandwagon. At 
first Baltimore shunned union meetings and each denomination 
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tried to initiate revivals themselves. Not until the city “caught the 
union spirit” did revival break out and consume the metropolis.” 

A feature of the union prayer meetings which engendered the 
perception of America as one vast concourse of religious aspiration 
was the reading aloud of prayer requests. This allowed the laity to 
set the direction and tone of the meeting by their selections of which 
requests to read and for which ones to pray publicly, although in 
some places prayer requests were the exclusive privilege of those 
present.% The reading aloud of prayer requests for an unsaved 
brother in Detroit or a sick child in Atlanta helped to create a feeling 
of community, or what contemporaries called “social power’ 
where Americans were drawn to one another in new and tender 
bonds of affection and common needs. The main reason why many 
Unitarians broke with tradition and supported the revival, according 
to one Unitarian preacher, was because it paved the way for a 
redemption of the entire American community by making Ameri- 
cans ‘feel the restraints and the inspiration of membership in the 
one family.’ Habitual recountings of personal experiences in an- 
swered prayer requests had the same effect. This revival loved to 
tell stories; and the more sentimental, unusual, and romantic the 
plot, the wider the narrative circulated. The frequency of testimonies 
given about the redemption of “hopeless cases” and the reconcil- 
iation of ‘‘enemies” through unceasing prayer suggests an under- 
lying hope for the resolution of such ‘‘hopeless causes” as the 
healing of the American political family itself. 


IV 


The muting of sectional differences was accomplished in various 
ways. Prayer meetings were structured so as to open channels of 
primary communication between political and social antagonists in 
an embracing climate of prayer and praise. In the liturgy of each 
union prayer meeting an important place was reserved for visitors 
from other parts of the country who were expected to report on the 
progress of revival in their areas. Northern prayer meetings listened 
to southerners, southern prayer meetings listened to northerners, 
and through listening social frictions lessened a bit. Prayer requests, 
the majority of which came in writing and were mailed in from all 
over the U.S., had the same effect as the presence of strangers. 
They created a common unity of need and aspiration revolving 
around prayer (e.g., “A resident of Georgia requests the prayers of 
this meeting [New York City] for two dear brothers, that they may 
be brought to Christ on this day of salvaton’’).” Many parents 
thought they heard a portion of their prayers answered when New 
York’s and Philadelphia’s YMCAs publicized throughout the coun- 
try their resolve to contact personally any son whose address was 
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sent to them.” When North and South stopped looking at one 
another and looked together in the same direction, each forgot the 
other’s differences. 

The telegraph provided the technology to unite union prayer 
meetings—in effect almost bringing a nation together in one prayer 
meeting. The successful laying of the Atlantic Cable during the 
height of the revival helped to make the telegraph become in the 
popular mind a symbol of ‘‘peace” and “‘unity.”’ In sermons, speech- 
es, and editorials commemorating the Atlantic telegraph, America’s 
religious leaders sought to “ordain” it as a ‘‘missionary,”’ conse- 
crated to the ‘‘perpetual peace of the two nations which it united” 
and to the ‘‘approach of the millennium.” Seizing on this theme 
wherein the telegraph became a divine “Oracle of Peace’’ and 
“Unity,”” one enthusiast echoed many others in contending that 
“this great invention of the century impresses upon the mind and 
heart of the religious world the ideas of UNITY, and thus aids in 
creating a power antagonistic to the injurious separations and ali- 
enations, too long prevalent in the church. A better era is at hand. 
Unity is the familiar message among the religious demonstrations 
of Providence. Unity is the loving truth of Gospel grace.’’"™ 

Unity was also the telegraphic message flashed so frequently 
between prayer meetings. Although New York City’s John Street 
Meeting and the Philadelphia Union Prayer Meeting in Jayne’s Hall 
displayed the most cooperation and coordination of activities,*! large 
meetings routinely communicated with one another by magnetic 
telegraph messages of Christian love and friendship. New York 
City’s John Street Meeting received and read, for example, a tele- 
graph of greeting from the Louisville, Kentucky, Union Prayer Meet- 
ing which said: “One thousand in attendance, greatly increased 
interest. This is the Lord’s doing, it is marvelous in our eyes.” 
Many telegraph offices offered free telegraphs to prayer meetings 
as well as to converts who wished to inform their families and 
friends back home of their newfound faith.* The cooperation of the 
telegraph companies and newspapers also enabled noonday prayer 
meetings around the country to sing the same closing hymn on the 
same day.™ In short, union prayer meetings voiced expressions of 
fellowship and interest between America’s regions that were artic- 
ulated or heard few other places. 

A climate of trust between sections was facilitated by the revival’s 
reluctance to address directly the burning political and social ques- 
tions of the day. Notices and placards hung on walls blared the 
warning that there were to be ‘No Controverted Points Discussed” 
in the meetings. Only infrequently were overtly political concerns 
made the subject of prayer requests, and then they were of the 
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order of “Pray for the conversion of President Buchanan” or “Pray 
for the nation.”* Two out of New York City’s three big union 
prayer meetings refused to read a prayer request from a fugitive 
slave seeking divine benefaction on his flight to freedom.* The 
same New York YMCA which spearheaded the revival in New York 
City refused a year earlier to pass resolutions declaring slavery to 
be a sin for which New York Christians were in some way respon- 
sible, prompting abolitionists to denounce America’s YMCAs as not 
“aggressive upon the empire of darkness.’’*” 

The revival’s moratorium on controversial subjects enabled the 
southern religious press to defend the revival against southern 
incredulity and cynicism. The Louisiana Courier, for example, char- 
acterized the revival as a northern, urban phenomenon led by 
“Black Republican parsons” and attacked it for attempting to whip 
up a frenzy against southern slaveholding states. Not so, declared 
the New Orleans Christian Advocate, assuring southern doubters 
that the results of the revival would be moral, not social or political, 
and that something almost providential was taking place when a 
paper like Horace Greeley’s Tribune, ‘‘free-soil”’ in politics and “free- 
love” in ethics, would put aside smiting the wicked slaveowners 
and take up “religious themes.’ The moderating effect of the 
revival on sectional animosities came about because what one par- 
ticipant in Philadelphia’s prayer meetings described to an English 
audience was true of most others: “I have not, in any one instance, 
heard even an unpleasing word in relation to any of the popular 
but more muddy subjects of the day. Politics, slavery, temperance, 
etc., have never been referred to except in the general terms in 
which we know the Gospel will cure them all.” 

The last clause—‘‘the Gospel will cure them all’’—is extremely 
important for understanding how William G. McLoughlin can argue 
that the revival’s holiness theology failed to “denounce social and 
political injustice’ while at the same time Timothy L. Smith can 
trace the holiness roots of social Christianity.% The politics of hol- 
iness, supportive of social activism during the eighteenth-century 
Evangelical Revival and America’s second Great Awakening, be- 
came scrambled in the 1850s, which proved to be the secret of the 
holiness appeal during the Union Prayer Meeting Revival. Jesus did 
not save people ‘in their sins,” one revival pamphlet intoned, but 
rather saved them ‘’from their sins.’ Holiness spelled power, the 
power to lead a victorious Christian life, the power to change sud- 
denly. Phoebe Palmer talked of holiness as a ‘shorter way” to 
perfection. Overnight things could be different; the slow process 
of decay could be overturned; and the stranglehold of sin released. 

One of the reasons for the spread of holiness ideology into vir- 
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tually every American denomination by 1860, which Melvin E. 
Dieter has called The Holiness Revival of the Nineteenth Century,? was 
because it provided a framework for talking about eradicating sin 
without necessarily specifying the sins or fingering the sinners. 
‘Believing in Christ, you love him,” preached a Congregationalist 
pastor during the revival, ‘‘and, loving him, you love what he loves, 
and hate what he hates, and this is holiness.’’** This is also haziness, 
and the language of holiness as it developed in the 1850s offered 
at least theoretically a common vocabulary which all evangelicals 
could interpret to suit their theological dispositions and regional 
patriotisms. With the Palmers’ and Boardmans’ irenic, introspective 
brand of evangelical pietism that came to define holiness in personal 
terms like ‘‘the higher Christian life,” the social and political bite 
of Wesleyan perfectionism was diminished even though the bark 
remained. It may be that when scholars leave off wondering why 
holiness sentiments did not invade the South and commence study- 
ing southern pneumatology we may discover that the South did 
indeed have a doctrine of holiness that was not all that far from 
Phoebe Palmer, with the exception that in the South holiness meant 
purity while in the North holiness meant power. 

What is clear is that when southern publications gave a front- 
page amen to the New York Independent's hope that history would 
look back not at the ‘great revival of 1858’’ but at the “great refor- 
mation of 1858” which carried religion into homes, businesses, and 
politics through a spreading submission to Christ which would 
quicken consciences and advance social, political, and economic 
morality (‘No revival has ever done anything for Wall St. We hope 
this may’), southern Christians thought they heard a politics of 
personal holiness that would fill the churches on Sunday and the 
schools on Monday, empty the jails, and visit the poor and needy.™ 
This they could support, for it did not threaten the South’s doctrine 
of the ‘’spirituality of the church” or its retirement from pre-1830 
ventures in social reform.® In the Independent's summons to a “‘ref- 
ormation,”” however, many northern evangelicals heard as well a 
politics of social holiness, a conviction that any genuine revival of 
pure religion will, as the Oberlin Evangelist put it, “purify the public 
conscience and augment the force of real benevolence” which willy- 
nilly leads to a deeper abhorrence of slavery and “more prayer and 
labor for its utter extinction.” * 

Momentarily, at least, both South and North agreed that the 
important thing was to put first things first, and that meant pro- 
moting a revival and encircling the country with a kind of elemental 
warmth. Where the revival went from there was left for God and 
each section to decide. As one periodical responded when asked 
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whether the revival might go beyond interdenominational unity to 
organic unity, “God knoweth. It makes us happy, harmonious, 
loving Christians, and He will care for the rest.” “The results of 
such a singular, wide-spread, and long-continued state of things,” 
mused another, “‘it is not for the world fully to know.” Insofar as 
the revival succeeds in inculcating the holiness belief that active 
service and duty, not feeling, constitutes true religion, The Evangelist 
asserted that the nation’s antislavery sentiment would be rein- 
forced. But that the revival should make Americans “more devoted 
to some one specific idea or reform, independent of its connection 
with all others embraced in the general notion of Christian duty, 
we do not expect.’’” Harriet Beecher Stowe, who wrote a series of 
widely reprinted articles about the revival, issued a call for a more 
specific accounting of the revival’s significance than merely the 
addition of church members. In her summons for more emphasis 
on ‘Fruits of the Revival,” however, the antislavery issue was 
downplayed.’ By engendering unity among the Christian com- 
munity, which had been weakened by sectional division and theo- 
logical dissension, the power and voice of the gospel was seen to 
be strengthened and the forces of darkness diminished. For the 
Union Prayer Meeting Revival, the solution to America’s plight was 
not the abolition of slavery or the defense of slavery. Supporters of 
the Revival believed that somehow if only Christians could get 
together, everything would turn out all right. As the title of an 
address delivered in 1859 before the YMCAs of both Boston and 
Richmond phrased it, ‘‘Christianity—neither Sectarian nor Section- 
al—the Great Remedy for Social and Political Evils.” 

Christian unity may have been a good slogan, and prayer a sincere 
weapon, but their leverage on the social order was temporary. 
Religion flexed its muscles, and for a moment at least everyone 
took notice. But the revival’s physique, though sculpted by a pow- 
erful drive for unity, and capable of inspiring admiration, had not 
the strength permanently to move society or alter the drift of politics. 
The revival’s prescription for America’s ailments—a nonsectional, 
nonsectarian Christianity fashioned by prayer—came perilously 
close to what critics said was the essence of Phoebe Palmer’s holi- 
ness ideology—believing it makes it so. The attempt to unite Amer- 
ica was shipwrecked on the revival’s shallowness and immateriality. 

Because of the revival’s tendency to subsume political, theolog- 
ical, and social controversies under a common impetus toward 
unity, to speak only in general terms about the ‘New Era in Justice 
and Love in our Nation,’ and to get specific only about duties 
nearer home that lay within the direct reach of individual prayer 
meetings, there were some who raised critical voices about the 
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revival’s superficialities. At the regular semimonthly meeting of the 
New York City YMCA during the height of the revival, there were 
a few who groused at the absence of any new benevolent move- 
ments emerging from the revival and the lack of visible signs in- 
dicating altered behavior patterns.’ Young Edward Payson Ham- 
mond, who led Scottish revivals in 1859-1861 after serving in 1858 
as a student volunteer during the early period of the revival, found 
himself forced to defend the American revival against reports that 
it failed to rouse fully the church’s powers against malignant forces 
in society. But most outspoken of all in criticism of the revival 
was one of its participants, George B. Cheever, an editor of the 
Independent and pastor of New York City’s famous Church of the 
Puritans, which itself was swept up in the revival fervor. Cheever’s 
sermons during the revival, many of which proposed increased 
agitation against slavery as the litmus test of the awakening’s au- 
thenticity, became increasingly political to the point where forty- 
eight members of his congregation, responding to his charge that 
slavery was being cloaked by the revival in the robings of righ- 
teousness, left collectively in disgust.'’* Cheever’s position was best 
summarized in an article on the revival of religion and the revival 
of slavery in the western territories; the sermon was entitled ‘The 
Two Revivals.” 


And so these two revivals are rushing on, side by side, if not hand 
in hand. It is a most extraordinary race; on the one side, inhu- 
manity, crudity, injustice, dishonesty, and doctrines of devils; on 
the other, pure and undefiled religion, love to God and man, 
conversions by thousands, divine truth, grace and glory? Is there 
no antagonism? Are these genuine and true yoke-fellows?'” 


Most of the participants did not appreciate Cheever’s raising the 
question. North and South seemed to have come to an amicable if 
not altogether abiding arrangement. Both agreed that toxins of 
poison had entered the arteries of American society, and nonsec- 
tarian, nonsectional Christianity was the only antidote that could 
restore health and vitality to the nation. Political change was to 
emerge out of a nonpolitical revival. Christian union would have 
political implications. Some revivals hit mostly youth, others mostly 
women, the Oberlin Evangelist observed. But this one roamed over 
every range of society and grazed especially heavily among ‘‘adult 
and strong men,” those who occupied positions of power and could 
effect changes in American life. 1 

For a while it appeared as if united prayer as a political strategy 
was working. Evangelicals took great encouragement from the pres- 
ence of legislative and judicial prayer meetings in state capitals and 
especially in the nation’s capital. In Albany, New York, for example, 
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legislators crowded into the Court of Appeals room across from the 
Senate Chamber to start the day in prayer together. In Washington, 
D.C., a United States Senator early in 1858 called for the formation 
of a committee to organize morning prayer meetings near Capitol 
Hill, which led to a “Congressional Union Prayer Meeting” and 
other daily prayer services which were still being continued in 
Washington well into 1860.1 


V 


The Union Prayer Meeting Revival did not end in 1858. Although 
the novelty of the meetings had worn off by 1860 and the revival 
fever had broken, “the spirit of prayer seems not to decline’ re- 
marked the New York Observer.” Early in 1859 a Presbyterian pe- 
riodical reported that ‘still every thing indicates a remarkable re- 
ligious susceptibility.” "° Crowds of over a thousand were still being 
counted at daily services in the celebrated spots, and as late as 
February, 1861, there is evidence that interest was sufficient to 
sustain many prayer meetings. The press may have tired of the 
revival, and the millennial glint may have faded by the summer 
and fall of 1858, but in many large cities “there is now nearly, or 
quite as deep an interest, in reality, as there has been at any time.” 
New York City evangelicals even sensed in the fall of 1860 a new 
crest of revival energy flooding union meetings.'" Enough revival 
activity was under way to warrant National Union Prayer Meeting 
Conventions in November, 1859, and March, 1860, where repre- 
sentatives from union prayer meetings in over a dozen states, ‘‘from 
Boston to San Francisco,” gathered to elect officers, establish a 
Committee of Correspondence to help union meetings keep track 
of one another, and devise a questionnaire to gather data from 
every community in the country on how many union prayer meet- 
ings were being conducted, what was their attendance, what was 
the state of religion in their area, and other such information.!” 

For the South there is similar evidence of simmering revival ac- 
tivity after 1858. At the beginning of the war union prayer meetings 
were still a prominent feature of nearly.every community, and one 
southern historian of revivals doubted whether in any other English- 
speaking nation ‘‘there were as few infidels and as many evangelical 
Christians” as in the South.1% 

What had ended in 1858 was the “union” phase of the revival, 
the revival’s lessening of sectional tensions and shoring up of a 
common national identity. The southern religious press replaced 
front-page news of the revival with coverage of northern preachers’ 
attacks on the South for slavery and buried revival correspondence 
in obliviating back pages.''* Both sides began to conscript Jesus as 
an ally to their cause, and religion served to solidify and sanctify 
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the social and political positions of each side. Whereas the first 
phase of the revival witnessed religion helping to revitalize Amer- 
ican culture, the conclusion of the revival helped to send two sec- 
tions toward their gruesome collision, bathing the ensuing carnage 
with God’s blessing and benediction. In fact, those military units 
most influenced by the ongoing revival were characterized as better 
equipped to fight and more willing to die for the cause than those 
not equally visited. 

The story of the massive army revivals that proved to be such a 
hallmark of the Civil War has yet to be written, although the South 
has fared much better than the North in historical attention to this 
phenomenon." Only a suggestive outline can be sketched here. 
Described by some as the most religious fighting unit in Christian 
history, even surpassing in spirituality Cromwell’s Roundheads, 
the southern army camps most resembled camp meetings with 
convert estimates ranging from 45,000 to 150,000. Instead of 
“churches praying for soldiers,” ‘‘soldiers were found praying for 
the churches.’’ Or, as an Alabama chaplain exclaimed, ‘Talk about 
the army demoralizing the church—I don’t know any church that 
wouldn’t demoralize my regiment.’’'6 At the war's end the northern 
Methodist bishop Matthew Simpson observed that what had been 
true of the South was also true of the North—religion had surfaced 
in the army ‘‘to an extent wholly unparalleled in history.“"'7 Much 
of the support for army revivals came from the ongoing union 
prayer meetings like the ones in New York City where prayers were 
now focused on the conversion of the troops, the promotion of 
army revivals, and the establishment of daily prayer meetings 
among the soldiers. The featured ‘‘visitors’’ at these services were 
returning soldiers who testified to the wonders God was working 
in the encampments where soldiers were becoming more likely to 
congregate at prayer meetings than around gambling tables or liquor 
bottles." 

The continuity of leadership between the prewar and wartime 
phases of the revival renders the character and extent of the Civil 
War revivals less surprising. Many of those appointed commission- 
ers of the United States Christian Commission (USCC), actually a 
wartime arm of the YMCA designed to minister to the physical and 
spiritual needs of soldiers and sailors, were prominent leaders of 
the Union Prayer Meeting Revival. YMCA leader George H. Stuart 
and holiness theologian William E. Boardman, President and Ex- 
ecutive Secretary of the USCC, respectively, exemplify the spillage 
of sponsorship from the national to the sectional phases of the 
revival. Amidst the agonies of war, both lay and clergy missionaries 
called “delegates’’—some comparing themselves to Whitefield and 


Union Prayer Meeting Revival and Cultural Revitalization 


Wesley—sallied forth to do battle against the forces of sin."9 In the 
southern army the YMCA connection was also predictive of revival 
leadership. Many chaplains, like J. William Jones, who led the army 
revivals, had been active YMCA leaders during the 1857-1858 awak- 
ening.’° Robert E. Lee was both a moral and financial backer of 
YMCAs, and both armies welcomed the organization of YMCA 
branches within their ranks. 

During the wartime revivals similar revival techniques obtained 
in both armies. Noonday prayer meetings were conducted on the 
front lines even with minié balls whizzing past everyone’s ears. 
Prayer meetings with lots of singing and testifying were more pop- 
ular than preaching services. In the words of one southern chaplain, 
there were “brigade prayer-meetings, regiment prayer-meetings, 
company prayer-meetings, until one of our missionaries, Rev. J. E. 
Chambliss, reported to our chaplains’ associations that he could 
find no time in Davis’s Mississippi brigade to preach without con- 
flicting with some prayer-meeting.” 1” Revivals in both armies were 
aggressively nonsectarian, and most particularly Robert E. Lee and 
Stonewall Jackson incarnated the revival spirit in their own spiri- 
tuality and in their insistence that chaplains not represent denom- 
inations.!2 Emotional restraint characterized conversions, and lay 
leadership of the revivals was much more important than historians, 
who have been preoccupied with studying the chaplains, are in- 
clined to acknowledge. Even holiness theology was a staple of the 
soldiers’ spiritual diet. One general reminisced how the “rocks and 
woods rang out with appeals to holiness and consecration.” !# 

Nor did the revival cease when the war ended. The summer and 
autumn of 1865 witnessed scenes of great revivals, especially in the 
South, as soldiers went home and tried to warm up the chill of 
church religion with some of the revival heat of the camps. The 
cultural impact of the army revivals, which reinforced social iden- 
tities and political loyalties, may have lingered longer in the South 
than in the North, if what one historian argues about the birth of 
a southern civil religion is accurate. '?5 But further studies are needed 
before conclusions can be made with any confidence. What can be 
said with assurance is that the Civil War, and not the holiness 
crusade of the Union Prayer Meeting Revival, ultimately ‘sancti- 
fied’ and “purified” the nation. 
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The Dilemmas of 
Historical Consciousness: 
The Case of Augustus H. Strong 


Grant Wacker 


om time to time Winthrop S. Hudson’s Religion in America has 

been described by well-meaning reviewers as the culmination 
of the environmentalist interpretation of American religious his- 
tory—an interpretation associated with scholars like William Warren 
Sweet, Peter Mode, and, off on the horizon, Frederick Jackson 
Turner. This is distinguished company to keep, but the character- 
ization is far from the mark. A close reading of Religion in America 
reveals that it is a sustained refutation of the notion of American 
exceptionalism. The confusion arises, perhaps, because Professor 
Hudson works with a narrow brush and a gentle touch. His style 
is to evoke perceptions rather than parade them. Both of these 
traits—the sure sense of context and the artistry of concealed eru- 
dition—are evident, I think, in his terse profile of Augustus H. 
Strong, a once important but now largely forgotten actor in the 
fundamentalist controversy. 

Like P. T. Forsyth in Britain and Martin Kahler in Germany, in 
Hudson's view Strong is best understood as a mediator who stood 
between modernists on one side and evangelicals and fundamen- 
talists on the other. For Strong the central issue was not doctrine 
but authority. Persuaded that modern scholarship had proved that 
the old foundation, infallible Scripture, is, in fact, honeycombed 
with historical and scientific errors, Strong discerned that the most 
urgent task confronting the church was not to defend the credibility 
of the historic creeds, and certainly not to get embroiled in periph- 
eral disputes about premillennialism and evolution. The task, rath- 
er, was to show that there was an authoritative foundation on which 
orthodox belief could be based.' 

I once commented to Professor Hudson that I thought his treat- 
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ment of Strong was highly perceptive. He protested (with charac- 
teristic diffidence) that he had never ‘looked at Strong all that 
much.” J] doubt that, but even if it were true, he had certainly 
“looked at’ the right things, for the problem of finding and de- 
fending objective sanctions for religious belief in a post-Kantian 
world haunted Strong throughout the later years of his life. And 
not Strong alone. Thoughtful persons on both sides of the Atlantic 
wrestled with the same problem in very much the same way at least 
two decades before the Protestant world heard God speak with a 
Swiss accent. 


Historical consciousness means different things to different per- 
sons. I use the term to refer to two closely related convictions that 
gained ascendency among advanced social thinkers in the United 
States and Europe in the closing years of the nineteenth century. 
The first was that history is the workshop in which society and 
culture are forged. This meant that everything that human beings 
think and feel and do is profoundly conditioned by their historical 
setting. The second conviction was that history changes continu- 
ously without regard to supramundane laws of direction. This 
meant that it is not a process of development, but simply process. 
There were scholars who worked in the humanities and the behav- 
ioral sciences who resisted this unflinchingly relativistic understand- 
ing of the nature and meaning of history. But not many. By 1930 
historical consciousness in its most radical form had come to be the 
hallmark of the modern mind.? 

It is difficult to overestimate the impact that the growth of his- 
torical consciousness exerted upon religious thought in the West. 
It could be argued that late nineteenth-century Protestant liberalism 
was effectively defined by its sympathetic response to the historical 
understanding of culture. Liberals made their peace with the mod- 
ern world in various ways, but in the end they all insisted that 
God's self-revelation is mediated through the flow of history.> Prot- 
estant conservatives, on the other hand, invariably claimed that 
part of God’s self-revelation escapes the grip of historical condi- 
tioning. Saving knowledge of divine things is given directly, un- 
mediated, and uncontaminated by the context in which it is re- 
ceived. For the conservative this meant that revelation is subject to 
clarification but not development. It also meant that the biblical 
writers were essentially ahistorical, in crucial respects uncondi- 
tioned by the setting of their lives in the Mediterranean world. 
Indeed, the insistence that the method and the content of revelation 
are not significantly affected by the particularities of time and place 
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was and continues to be one of the defining features of fundamen- 
talism.* 

The story is, however, more complicated than this. Often at the 
level of ordinary faith and practice, and occasionally at the level of 
self-conscious reflection, we find individuals who were torn be- 
tween the historically informed world of Protestant liberalism and 
the ahistorical world of Protestant conservatism. They knew they 
could not ignore the historicist critique of all formal systems of 
thought, but refused to give up the quiet certitudes of the old-time 
religion. This deep-seated ambivalence about the ground rules of 
religious belief seems to have driven many Protestants to reach for 
modernity but never quite to embrace it. The dilemma is well il- 
lustrated by the twists and turns in the theological pilgrimage of 
Augustus H. Strong. 

For forty years, from 1872 to 1912, Strong was president of Roch- 
ester Theological Seminary and, at one time or another, president 
of every major Baptist organization in the North. His Systematic 
Theology was possibly the most widely used theology textbook in 
America; it went through eight editions, and the eighth edition is 
now in its thirtieth printing. Strong could be dubbed the father of 
the University of Chicago, for it was he who relentlessly pressured 
John D. Rockefeller to establish a university principally devoted to 
graduate studies and advanced research. Clearly he was the most 
visible Baptist and one of the most influential theologians in America 
at the turn of the century—even though he is now an almost entirely 
forgotten heirloom of our religious past.® 

Strong has been a perennial puzzle. His personality did not lend 
itself to clear-cut characterization, nor did any other aspect of his 
life. Those who knew him described him as an autocratic though 
lovable tyrant-father. He hired for the Rochester faculty leading 
liberals such as Conrad Henry Moehlman, Cornelius Woelfkin, and 
Walter Rauschenbusch. He also hired rock-ribbed traditionalists like 
Howard Osgood and Albert Henry Newman. He vigorously de- 
fended Rauschenbusch’s right to assail the capitalist system and 
just as vigorously solicited great sums of money from Rockefeller 
and other “robber barons.”” George Burman Foster, possibly the 
most radical Baptist theologian of the era, was known as one of his 
“boys.” J. Whitcomb Brougher, a major force in the fundamentalist 
confrontation that scarred the last years of Strong’s life, was also 
known as one of his “boys.” In 1917 Rauschenbusch affectionately 
dedicated his Theology for the Social Gospel to Strong. A few years 
later Ernest Gordon, in The Leaven of the Sadducees, a biting attack 
on theological liberalism, upheld Strong’s work as the standard that 
persons like Rauschenbusch had grievously betrayed.° 
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It is little wonder, then, that Strong has puzzled historians—or 
perhaps it is more accurate to say that historians have persistently 
differed among themselves about where he should be pegged on 
the theological map. Some have called him a closet liberal, some 
have called him a wavering fundamentalist, and some have sug- 
gested that he was simply befuddled.’ 

To some extent this difference of judgment arises because there 
appeared to be distinct phases in his unusually long career. Many 
of Strong’s contemporaries believed that he took a step to the left 
in the 1890s, followed by two steps to the right just before his death 
in the 1920s.* Perhaps so, but this does not solve the problem of 
understanding Strong, for the doubleness that he manifested can 
be seen at almost any point in his life. He bears an uncanny resem- 
blance to the Giant Pooka in Mary Chase’s Harvey, who appeared 
“here and there, now and then, to this one and that one at his own 
caprice.’’ And this is what leads us to suspect that the difficulty is 
rooted somewhere beneath the surface. 

The problem is, in short, suppositional rather than substantive. 
It lies at the starting point of his thought, in his assumptions about 
the sources of religious knowledge. The difficulty is not—or at least 
not principally—an inconsistency embedded in his concrete doc- 
trinal formulations, which were progressive but by contemporary 
standards acceptably orthodox throughout his life. Another way of 
putting it is to say that Strong’s conception of the origin of religious 
knowledge, and more precisely, his understanding of the role of 
history in the formation of knowledge, was the variable. As the 
years passed, he became increasingly conscious of the historical 
character of all things human, but at the same time he clung to the 
conviction that the faith once delivered unto the saints somehow 
stands above the vicissitudes of history. 


The split between traditional and modern ways of conceiving the 
sources of religious knowledge runs like a fault line through Strong’s 
collected writings. His mature understanding of the revelatory val- 
ues in history—or differently put, the knowledge of the divine that 
is disclosed in the flow of ordinary events—is one of the places 
where this subterranean stress is particularly evident. Here his 
thinking displayed—depending upon his mood and audience—at 
least three facets. 

The first was an insistence, formidably argued in his more strictly 
metaphysical writings, that the created universe is Christ, the Logos, 
and that Christ’s manner of self-expression is intrinsically historical 
and developmental. 
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All reason and conscience, all science and philosophy, all civili- 
zation and education, all society and government, in short, all the 
wheels by which the world moves forward toward its goal have 
a living spirit within the wheels, and that living spirit is Christ.° 


The Christological reality that animates the created universe, 
moreover, is the essence of the evolutionary process. “It would 
seem to follow by logical necessity,” said Strong, ‘that Christ is the 
principle of evolution. Why can there be an evolution that is rational, 
useful, progressive, and that combines general uniformity with 
occasional unique advances? John’s Gospel gives us the answer, 
‘That which hath come into being was life in him.’’’ 

The historical and developmental nature of Christ’s self-expres- 
sion in the world was the basis of Strong’s conviction that history 
is continually charged with pulsations of creative energy from foun- 
tains deep within itself. The universe is not a plenum, not a block 
universe; rather it is a ‘“plastic organism to which new impulses can 
be imparted from [Christ] whose thought and will it is an expression 
of. .. . Though these impulses come from within, they come not 
from the finite mechanism, but from the immanent God.” These 
continual increments of divine force in the historical process mean 
that ‘through all there runs one continuous plan, and upon this all 
the rationality of evolution depends.””"" 

The second facet of Strong’s understanding of the way that history 
reveals the divine can be described as an expression of what William 
R. Hutchison has called the modernist impulse in American Prot- 
estantism. No prophet of the religion of humanity applauded the 
spirit of the age more wigorously than Strong. This blossoming of 
the modernist impulse in a man who never suffered serious doubts 
about the veracity of the ancient creeds—indeed, in a man who 
lined up squarely with the fundamentalists in the last gunfight of 
his career—is one of the most interesting twists in the history of 
American evangelicalism.” 

Strong’s roundhouse embrace of modernity was really a rollicking 
affirmation of progress. ‘Through all our modern literature and 
life,’’ he asserted, “Christ is working, gradually making all things 
new.” He saw this regenerative process preeminently in the growth 
of learning: the process of science and philosophy, which Christians 
often fear, ‘may be only the form of Christ coming to us... to 
rescue us.”” He also saw it in the expansion of the church and, still 
more significantly, in the ‘great efforts outside the church to im- 
prove government, to right social wrongs, to diffuse the spirit of 
kindness between employers and employed.” It was an exhilarating 
vision, 
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[Christ] is moralizing the nations, giving a new sense of commu- 
nity, increasing sympathy with the wronged and oppressed, bring- 
ing the classes and the masses together, educating the race, and 
preparing the way for freedom and true religion." 

This modernist impulse is ordinarily associated with liberals or 
humanists like Lyman Abbott or John Fiske or Octavius Frothing- 
ham, but none of these outdid the conservative Strong. ‘’Of all days 
since man trod this planet,’’ he declared, ‘‘this is the greatest day!” 
And precisely because Christ is at the ‘heart of the universe,’’ the 
church must come to grips with the normative power of contem- 
porary culture. It read like a manifesto from Schleiermacher’s Speech- 
es to the Cultured Despisers of Religion. 

Christianity must take possession of all the culture of the world, 

or she must utterly give up claim to be divine. She must appropriate 

and disseminate all knowledge, or she must confess that she is the 

child of ignorance and fanaticism. She must conquer all good 

learning, or she must herself be conquered. 
Thus, as Strong saw it, modernism is not an option. It is an obli- 
gation because the ‘‘impulse to this revision is itself divine; an 
impulse from Christ himself.’ To resist the modernist vearning, in 
other words, is to resist Christ. To fail to see Christ ‘in the whole 
continuous process of history . . . [is] to substitute a sort of half- 
atheism for real theism.” 

This leads to the third facet of Strong’s conception of the reve- 
latory values disclosed in the flow of history. The first two facets— 
his insistence upon the developmental, evolutionary nature of the 
process and his affirmation of the modernist impulse—were clear 
windows letting in the light of contemporary social thought. But 
the third facet, to switch the metaphor, was an abiding conviction 
that the onward, upward rush of history carries within it an old- 
fashioned gospel whose truth never changes. 

Even in the most progressive period of his life Strong growled a 
good deal about “professedly Christian teachers who so emphasized 
the element of change in the history of doctrine that all permanence 
is virtually denied.” For these teachers there is ‘‘no such thing as 
objective truth. Ethical and religious doctrine are impossible, be- 
cause both are in constant flux. Even Christ and Christianity are 
held to be merely temporary phases of evolution, and both may be 
outgrown.” He brought down the ax: ‘Mistaken evolutionism,” by 
which he seems to have meant what I have called historical con- 
sciousness, is not only ‘bad theology,” but also “bad metaphysics, 
bad ethics.’”"5 

Strong was certain that ‘‘mistaken evolutionism’ ensnared its 
victims in the same metaphysical trap that had undone the Heraclitic 
philosophers. ‘Becoming [cannot] be observed, unless there is an 
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abiding intelligence in the observer; only when I stand on the rock 
apart from the stream can I see the rush of the water flowing by.” 
In human consciousness, in short, “we find something abiding 

. apersonal identity, which subsists through change and in spite 
of change.” He summed up his objections with the judgment that 
the very conception of change, if the change is not capricious and 
useless, implies a law behind the phenomena. 

“Mistaken evolutionism” issues in bad ethics as well. He insisted 
that it is senseless to say that the consequence of an act is right or 
wrong unless one recognizes that rightness or wrongness, as such, 
is a formal concept one brings to experience, rather than a conclu- 
sion one draws from experience. ‘‘Belief in the existence of objective 
right is born with us, even though our conceptions of what is right 
may change.”’ Ethics of this sort, he added a bit triumphantly, is 
“like the play of Hamlet with the part of Hamlet left out.’””” 

So there it was. A fully developed historical consciousness never 
had a fighting chance in Strong’s world. He could write and preach 
with ringing eloquence about the evolutionary Christ who informs 
and suffuses contemporary culture with his presence. Yet under- 
neath it all, or intertwined with it all, is the timeless and uncon- 
ditioned reality that transcends the process of history. All things, 
“matter and mind, man and God, have underground connections 

. because all things . . . have their being in God.’’* In a way it 
was a theological Catch-22. At a certain point in the analysis the 
historical always and necessarily gave way to the eternal. Here and 
there Strong could easily afford to meet the new theologians more 
than halfway because he never believed that history is the ultimate 
category of understanding. ““We mark the passage of time, and we 
write our histories,’” he noted near the end of his life. ‘But we can 
do this only because in our highest being we do not belong to space 
and time, but have in us a bit of eternity.””” 

In retrospect, it is evident that ambivalence or doubleness of this 
sort characterized all of Strong’s mature thinking about history as 
the medium of religious knowledge. The relationship between his- 
tory and revelation was never systematically worked out, much less 
harmonized. He insisted that society and culture represent the ever- 
unfolding self-expression of the Logos. He boldly affirmed the nor- 
mativeness of the central values of modern life. Yet both of these 
claims were pitted against a more fundamental claim. In the final 
reckoning, he always seemed to say that history is only a shallow 
stream rippling across the bedrock of God’s unchanging truth. 


IV 


Strong’s position was hardly consistent, but in the late nineteenth 
century this was not unusual. Most of the New Theologians were 
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trying as vigorously as he to find the eternal in the midst of the 
historical.*” There was a big difference, though. Strong was deter- 
mined to identify the fixed and changeless truths that could be 
discerned in the flow of history, not with moral values, as the New 
Theologians sought to do, but with the historic doctrines of Prot- 
estant orthodoxy. But here Strong had boxed himself into a corner; 
for a modern, historically informed understanding of the origin and 
nature of religious knowledge was the basis on which he tried to 
erect essentially metaphysical—or, at the least, radically ahistori- 
cal—doctrinal affirmations about the deity, preexistence, incarna- 
tion, virgin birth, miracles, vicarious atonement, resurrection, and 
second coming of Christ.?! 

The problem became increasingly acute as Strong grew older. He 
made more and more significant concessions to the historical un- 
derstanding of culture but at the same time refused to modify a 
doctrinal edifice originally built on very different assumptions. The 
coupling of liberal epistemology and orthodox creed, in short, meant 
that his theological system offered something for everybody. But 
at a stiff price. After his death his name would be piouslv invoked 
by all factions in the modernist-fundamentalist controversy in the 
Northern Baptist Convention, but his most creative contribution— 
Christ in Creation and Ethical Monism—would soon be forgotten, 
eclipsed by the ponderous and antiquated volumes of the Systematic 
Theology.” 

Strong’s dilemma was not unique. There were many so-called 
fundamentalists in the Northern Baptist Convention—men like Cur- 
tis Lee Laws and Frank M. Goodchild and Frederick Anderson— 
who were powerfully attracted to the governing assumptions of 
contemporary social thought. E. Y. Mullins, Strong’s close friend 
and president of Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, appears 
to have wrestled with the same issue in pretty much the same way. 
This was true of George Frederick Wright at Oberlin and perhaps 
of Robert Speer as well. On the other side of the fence, ranking 
liberals like David Swing, William Newton Clarke, and Charles 
Augustus Briggs similarly struggled to make a place for orthodox 
doctrine in a historically conditioned view of the world.” 

Among intellectuals in Western Europe historical consciousness 
dawned at least a generation earlier than in the United States, and 
its impact seems to have been deeper and sharper. Some German 
theologians like Isaac Dorner and Adolf Schlatter grappled quite 
explicitly with the problems that historical awareness posed for 
orthodox belief, but in England the issues were debated in a manner 
that seems to have resembled the American situation especially 
closely.” 
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This is not surprising. Professor Hudson and other scholars have 
shown that throughout the nineteenth century British and American 
evangelicalism were densely intertwined. Names like John Nelson 
Darby, Charles Haddon Spurgeon, and Keswick holiness are inte- 
gral to American evangelical history, while Hannah Whitall Smith, 
D. L. Moody, and the Scofield Reference Bible are just as integral 
to the British story.2> Nonetheless, George Marsden has persuasive- 
ly argued that by the early twentieth century there were significant 
differences of style. In the United States liberal and conservative 
tendencies within the old evangelical consensus tended to polarize 
into sharply defined modernist and fundamentalist factions. In Brit- 
ain there appears to have been less polarization and fewer con- 
frontations. This may have been due to the fact that American 
evangelicals, especially at Princeton, were more intellectually vig- 
orous: It also may have been due to the fact that Romanticism had 
deeper roots in Britain, thus cushioning the blows of Darwinism, 
higher criticism, and idealist immanentism.”° Whatever the reason, 
British evangelicalism did not spawn a fundamentalist movement 
of comparable aggressiveness, size, or cultural influence until later 
in the century.” 

By and large the attempt to weld ancient conclusions into modern 
assumptions was carried off more gracefully by British evangelicals 
than American ones. Perhaps it was because they were less bitterly 
divided. In any event, Anglican Aubrey Moore, Presbyterian James 
Orr, and Primitive Methodist A. S. Peake readily come to mind as 
essentially orthodox men who struggled to come to terms with the 
historical revolution of the nineteenth century.** W. Robertson 
Smith, another Presbyterian clergyman and one of the most distin- 
guished Old Testament scholars of the century, also readily comes 
to mind—but as an essentially modern man who struggled to pre- 
serve the ahistorical uniqueness of Christianity. There is a special 
poignancy in Smith’s lament that Princeton’s Charles Hodge simply 
“has no conception of the modern form of the problem.’’” 

Hodge did not, but P. T. Forsyth did—and more clearly than 
anyone else on either side of the Atlantic. In many ways Forsyth, 
who was Congregational, resembled Strong. Both were known for 
intimidating erudition; both were, at heart, impassioned preachers; 
both died in 1921. And like Strong, Forsyth knew that the historical, 
contextual, and evolutionary understanding of society and of Scrip- 
ture could not be dismissed with a dogmatic snort about the infal- 
libility of the Bible. Charging that the ‘doctrine of plenary verbal 
inspiration and inerrancy’’ was its own best refutation, he urged 
the church to “reduce the burden of belief,’”’ to acknowledge frankly 
that some creedal inheritances are more important—much more 
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important—than others, to see that it is better to have “a few mighty 
cohesive truths which capture, fire, and mould the whole soul 
. . . thana correct conspectus of the total area of divine knowledge.” 
The goal, in short, is to forge ‘‘a minimal creed, an ample science, 
a maximal faith.’””* 

Yet Forsyth also insisted that the assumptions underlying the 
modern world view are deceptively lethal. 


It is all over with truth when man feels himself its creator. .. . 
Reality gives way under our feet, and standards vanish like stars 
falling from heaven. . . . Man becomes his own maker and he has 
a moral fool for his product. ... Thought . . . commits suicide, 
and mankind evolves over an abyss. 


He believed that the New Theology—’‘religion of the breezy sort’’— 
had largely capitulated to these assumptions. Relevance had been 
purchased at the price of ‘shallow happiness . . . endless ennui 
and fatted death.’”™ 

In Forsyth’s mind personal and cultural salvation lies in the rec- 
ognition that “‘natural process does not carry with it its own expla- 
nation or reveal its own goal.’’ The fundamental truth about history 
is God’s invasion of history in Christ. In Christ we have a ‘foothold 
in the Eternal.”” With due concessions to the “historical treatment 
of His religious environment,” Forsyth insisted, the ‘connexion 
between [Christ] and His antecedents is not causal, but teleological. 
History, indeed, does not give destiny, but in Christ destiny is 
given in the midst of history, by the way of history, and under 
historic conditions.”’ 


V 


Brian Gerrish has proposed that the effort to relate tradition to 
the modern world has been a central stimulus underlying creative 
Protestant theology since the sixteenth century.** The attempt by 
Strong and Forsyth and so many others to mix timeless doctrines 
with fluid notions of historical process was a specific form of the 
larger confrontation between tradition and the modern world. The 
question is, Which half of the task was problematic? For Forsyth, 
despite his protestations that one should start with Goethe and end 
with Christ, and despite the great power of his incarnational vision, 
there is little doubt that the problem was to salvage tradition. This 
is where he differs from Strong—and this is why he is less useful 
than Strong for helping us understand the inner workings of theo- 
logical transition at the turn of the century. 

The evidence suggests that throughout most of his life Strong did 
not clearly understand the dilemma in which he was entangled. He 
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was not a Jonathan Edwards who towered above his age nor a 
Benjamin Warfield who disdained to be touched by his age, and 
certainly not a William James who lived ahead of his age. Rather 
he was a touchingly human figure: too conservative to discard the 
nurture of his youth, too honest to discount his own religious 
experiences, yet too intelligent to ignore the verdict that the modern 
understanding of history had rendered upon inherited orthodoxy. 
Above all, he was too much a man of his times to be able to see 
that the stress in his thought was a reflection of a vast, transatlantic 
process of change and readjustment that heralded the dawn of 
modern culture. 
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